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Abstract 
This study explores the discursive practices of white teachers as they account for 
their work with Indigenous students in schools. The interview transcripts of 34 
teachers working in eight schools across Australia were analysed using Foucauldian 
discourse analysis. Data was drawn from interviews undertaken as part of the 
Stronger Smarter Learning Communities Evaluation project. The research found that 
deficit and colour blind discourses dominate the ways in which white teachers 
“know” Indigenous students and families. Teachers’ accounts indicate that colour 
blind and compensatory pedagogies are employed heavily by white teachers working 
with Indigenous students. Although there is some evidence of a disruption to 
dominant discourses, the data presented suggests that teachers' discursive resources 
are limited, in terms of imagining and enacting more equitable pedagogies. 
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Terminology 
The term Indigenous is used throughout this thesis to refer to the First Peoples of 
Australian lands and territories. I acknowledge that throughout Australia, there is not 
one homogenous Indigenous group. I acknowledge this cultural diversity, and 
recognise that there are many ways in which Indigenous peoples name themselves. 
However, this research draws on statements made by teachers throughout Australia, 
and as such, there is no other single term that encompasses this range of cultural 
Indigenous groups. I have also used the term Indigenous, in order to retain 
anonymity of research participants. 
The term Indigenous, with a capital letter will be used throughout to signify respect 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people of Australia. 
Other generic terms, including Indigenous Education Worker (IEW) and Personal 
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Chapter 1: The Promise of Indigenous 
Education 
There is no educational truth, practice or phenomena that can be studied 
outside of discourse.  
– Luke, 1997, p. 165 
This research investigates how the discursive practices of non-Indigenous Australian 
teachers shape the schooling of Indigenous Australian students. In this country, both 
education policy reform and funding are primarily directed toward “closing the gap” 
of Indigenous student academic achievement in comparison with that of non-
Indigenous students. In this context, the vast majority of reforms are enacted by 
white teachers working on a day to day basis with Indigenous students. Despite this, 
sociology and education research has tended to ignore discourse, power, and the 
micro-level politics and functioning of schools (Ball, 2012). In comparison to the 
current focus on policy reform, much less scrutiny has been directed at understanding 
how white teachers account for their work with Indigenous students, or how they 
discursively construct Indigenous students. 
My purpose was to understand how white teachers come to “know” about 
Indigenous students, since, as Foucault (1969/2002, p. 51) argued “there is no 
knowledge without a particular discursive practice”. I wanted to analyse how 
teachers’ discursive constructions of Indigenous students, families and communities 
creates knowledge and power. I wanted to explore how teachers, Indigenous students 
and families are discursively positioned by white teachers. Understanding the 
discourses of the teachers who work on a day-to-day basis with Indigenous students 
provides an insight into the ways in which these policies and funding initiatives have 
been enacted. By focussing on teacher discourse, my hope is to contribute to the 
understanding of the ingrained failure of the Australian education system to serve 
and support Indigenous students.  
1.1 A PERSONAL INTRODUCTION 
In this country, I am as white as white can be. No matter how much I try to be “one 
of the good guys” (Lampert, 2003, p.23), I walk through this country with white 
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privilege. When I first went to school, university and work, I did so with unearned 
white privilege, not to mention the countless other ways it benefits me in my daily 
life. I name my whiteness at the outset of this thesis for a number of reasons. Firstly, 
as Greenhalgh-Spencer (2008, p. 8) argues, “by naming whiteness and through 
entering into struggle and awkwardness, we will find a way to write whiteness and 
the white author in a more equitable and accountable way”. In doing so, I heed the 
cautions that exist around critical whiteness studies and the strategy of marking 
whiteness. Pugliese (2005) notes that historically, whiteness has been represented as 
an unraced, unmarked category, thereby masking the invisibility of power it holds. I 
acknowledge that whilst the naming of whiteness is intended to subvert the power 
derived from invisibility, it also provides an avenue for diminished culpability. 
Greenhalgh-Spencer (2008) concludes that “naming one’s whiteness does double-
duty: it subverts the normalisation of whiteness, while at the same time allowing the 
author to be fashioned as a laudable and ‘redeemed white expert’”. I do not purport 
to be a “redeemed white expert”, and I do not seek to back away from my place in a 
white hegemonic Australia. I also believe that since white teachers are unable to 
“hide” their whiteness, it is important that I do not “hide” behind this text, as an 
author. 
I was born into a white family of English and Irish descent. I grew up in West 
End, an inner city suburb of Brisbane with an important and rich Indigenous history. 
According to the Brisbane City Council, Aboriginal people have inhabited the 
southeast corner of Queensland for at least 20,000 years, and the region now known 
as West End is rich in historical heritage (Brisbane City Council, 2005). As would 
have been typical of many white families, my family paid minimal attention to issues 
of race or colour. I have memories of an Aboriginal Elder coming to speak with my 
class (at West End State School, in approximately year one or two) about local 
Indigenous knowledge. Those lessons are amongst the few that I have a recollection 
of now, as an adult. Despite growing up with Indigenous peers, it is clear to me now 
that Indigenous lives were mostly invisible to me. I remember my friend (whose 
mother went on to become Minister for Aboriginal Affairs) asking me what I thought 
about Aboriginal rights, and who my parents voted for. I remember having no idea 
what she was talking about. I cite these relationships, not as a mea culpa, but to 
demonstrate that despite these relationships, I never called into question my own 
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whiteness. Lampert (2003) argues that there is a suspicious add-on value a white 
Australian can attain simply by knowing an Indigenous person; by saying “some of 
my best friends are black” or citing an inter-ethnic friendship, and that not only does 
this allow no space for a discussion of the historical and lived differences between 
groups, but it diffuses the seriousness of arguing for Indigenous space as crucial in 
Australia. As a central premise underpinning this thesis, I argue that the fact that I 
grew up with Indigenous peers, yet remained largely unaware, demonstrates an even 
greater need to understand the invisible power of whiteness and lack of Indigenous 
voice in Australia, and in Australian schools.  
I also draw attention to my whiteness in order to frame this research. I do not 
intend to speak on behalf of Indigenous teachers, students, families or communities, 
but rather, to consider how white teachers have responded to an Indigenous reform 
program in their schools. This is important for me because as an adult I went on to 
work as a primary school teacher, and then as a researcher in the field of education. 
For the past two years I have worked as a researcher on a project evaluating the 
Stronger Smarter Learning Communities program. Working on this project provided 
me with the opportunity to listen to the voices of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
staff in schools. I also had the opportunity to listen to the voices of Indigenous 
students and community members who were articulate and knowledgeable scholars. 
Listening to their stories was significant for me.  
A definitive definition of whiteness remains elusive. Although white privilege 
is often easier to define and understand, whiteness is “intimately involved with issues 
of power and power differences between white and non-white people” (Kincheloe, 
1999, p. 1). Whiteness is understood to be more than the biological difference in skin 
colour, as it has material and economic implications, and cannot be separated from 
hegemony.  
The approach of scrutinising the discourse of white teachers is in no way 
intended to ignore or silence the voice of Indigenous students, community or 
education workers. I take note of the words of Indigenous Australian scholars, such 
as Grace Sarra (a former classroom teacher at Cherbourg State School) who 
questions why “few if any experts and bureaucrats who wrote and plotted and 
planned for the Indigenous people of this land ever thought to ask the Aborigine 
what she or he thought or wanted” (G. Sarra, 2008, p. 111). I do not accept the white 
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voice as the only source of evidence; however I believe that as a white Australian, I 
do not have the capacity to speak on behalf of Indigenous Australians. That said, I 
have included personal reflections throughout this thesis that are intended draw 
attention to my own limitations as a white researcher. 
1.2 AN INEQUITABLE HISTORY 
There is a long history in post-colonising Australia of attempting to assimilate 
Indigenous people into the “dominant cultural space of white Australia” (Brough  
et al., 2006, p. 396). There is also a history of official inquiry and policy shifts aimed 
at closing the so-called “achievement gap” between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
students. The “problem” of Indigenous educational disadvantage was “discovered” 
by Australia during the 1960s (Gray & Beresford, 2008). The disadvantage was most 
evident “in the high rates of educational failure among the first generation of 
Indigenous students to attend state schools, after generations of government policies 
that segregated and marginalised Indigenous peoples” (p. 197). The academic 
achievement gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous children in Australia has 
been well documented (Rahman, 2010). Australia’s history of inequitable schooling 
is reflected in national benchmark data and international testing programmes such as 
the Trends in International Mathematics (ACER, 2011) and Science Study and the 
Program for International Student Assessment (Klenowski, 2009; Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2009). The difference between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous students has continued to widen, and alarmingly, the 
longer Indigenous students remain in school, the wider the gap becomes 
(MCEETYA, 2006). 
The belief that at least part of this gap relates to socio-economic status as a key 
determinant of students’ educational achievement, has been an important aspect of 
educational policy making in Australia for more than 30 years (NSW Department of 
Education and Training, 2005). However, Walter (2009) argues that Indigenous 
poverty “encompasses the unequal power dynamics embedded in Indigenous/settler 
relations in Australia” (p. 12). Howard (2006, p. 2) goes on to say that despite 
teachers, politicians and leaders wishing to avoid or minimise issues of race, or 
attribute achievement gaps to socioeconomic differences (e.g., Barton, 2004), it has 
been repeatedly demonstrated that race functions independent of economics. In the 
US context, bell hooks (2000) argues that “many academics dismiss the racial 
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privilege of the white poor” (p. 114). She goes on to say that “race privilege has 
consistently offered poor whites the chance of living a better life in the midst of 
poverty than their black counterparts” (hooks, 2000, p. 114-115). A raft of policy 
attempts to close the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students have been 
largely unsuccessful. Australia is now recognised internationally as a “high quality – 
low equity” country in terms of Indigenous student academic achievement 
(Klenowski, 2009).  
1.2.1 Policy and teacher discourse 
Policy and curriculum documents are written as though they were able to be 
implemented by independent, expert professionals (Comber, 2013). However, how 
teachers go about their work is dependent upon many factors, such as teachers’ own 
personal narratives and life histories, as well as workplace related factors (Comber & 
Nixon, 2009). In Australia, approximately 1% of teachers identify as being of 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent (McKenzie, Rowley, Weldon, & 
Murphy, 2011). In simple terms, any policy reform in Indigenous education will be 
implemented by an almost entirely non-Indigenous, principally white workforce. In 
the most recent review of Stronger Smarter Learning Communities (SSLC), only 
4.8% of teachers identified as being of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent. 
This data was drawn from a total sample of 775 teachers from both SSLC and non-
SSLC schools (Luke et al., 2013, p. 30). 
Hattie’s meta-analyses on the achievement of school-aged children (Hattie, 
2009) found that teacher effectiveness has a significant influence on student 
achievement. Within this context, the relationships between white teachers and 
Indigenous students are central. Bishop (2008, p. 52) describes the need to look 
towards teacher discourses to understand this relationship and student outcomes. He 
suggests that it is teachers’ accounts of their work that creates power relations by 
positioning both teachers and students within discourse. That is, teachers position 
themselves within discourses and act accordingly in classrooms. Bishop goes on to 
describe that discourses not only position teachers and students in particular ways; 
but that “some discourses hold solutions to problems, others don’t” (p. 52). Bishop’s 
(2007, 2008, 2010) research in New Zealand substantiates the claim that the 
discursive practices of teachers positioned Māori students in particular ways: as able 
to be helped (or not), which worked to position teachers as agentic (or not). In 
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Australia, small scale studies have produced similar findings. For example, Malin’s 
(1990, 1994) ethnographic study of urban schools found that classroom micro-
politics, including the discursive practices of teachers, militated against Aboriginal 
student success. Malin (1990) followed Aboriginal students in two urban classrooms 
as they undertook their first year of schooling. She concluded that cultural 
differences and micro-political processes resulted in the marginalisation of some of 
the Aboriginal students, both academically and socially. 
Understanding how teachers speak about Indigenous students, and about their 
own work, is therefore important. Studying discourse “overcomes the traditional 
distinction between what one says (language) and what one does (practice)”, since 
discourse constructs meaning (Hall, 1997, p. 44). Foucault (1969/2002, p. 211) 
argued that the analysis of discursive formations is historicised in that discursive 
practices are united in given periods of time, or epistemes. He described epistemes as 
being like a “slice of history” (Foucault, 1969/2002, p. 211) in which particular 
knowledges emerge and become true. Epistemes are the unconscious structures of 
thought and reasoning that underlie the production of knowledge and norms in 
particular times and places (p. 211). That is, versions of realities always exist that 
shape what can be known, whilst simultaneously obscuring other forms of 
knowledge and ways of knowing. Truth is only ever a partialised and localised 
version of knowledge.  
Johnston and Hayes (2007, 2008) describe the unspoken but understood 
practices that shape school routines as a default mode of schooling. They argue that 
although it may appear risky, unless default modes of operation are unsettled, reform 
efforts will be little more than a “minor disturbance” (2008, p. 380). Foucault’s point 
is that discursive practices serve particular functions and are always grounded in the 
“anonymous rules” that define given periods (Foucault, 1969/2002, p. 131).  
This research therefore seeks to understand the white teachers’ discourses, as 
they respond to the call to close the equity gap between Indigenous students and their 
non-Indigenous peers. My aim is to understand the discursive positioning of students, 
families and teachers, and understand how teachers account for their own ability to 
act with agency (or not) in closing equity gaps between Indigenous students and their 
peers. 
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Discourse is not only the set of rules that govern our organisation and 
understanding of knowledge, but also, the practice that encompasses the making of 
those rules. Foucault (1971, p. 8) argued that the prohibition of certain discourses (as 
in what cannot be said, and by whom) is “like a web, most tightly woven around 
danger spots such as politics and sexuality”. Epistemes constrain and limit what can 
be known or said at any given period (Foucault 1969/202, p. 212). My intention was 
therefore to analyse how teachers position both themselves and Indigenous students, 
by considering teachers’ discursive repertoires – including understanding discursive 
prohibitions around race. For example: How are white teachers’ discursive 
repertoires shaped by dominant discourses? Who has the right to speak about 
racialised issues, and to whom? What can be said, and what remains unsaid? I also 
sought to understand how these rules of exclusion create tensions for white teachers 
working in schools with explicitly stated goals around the need to improve equity 
outcomes, specifically for Indigenous students. For example, school leaders who 
completed the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program were required to develop a 
“school transformation plan in the form of a case study or action research project that 
would employ Stronger Smarter strategies to improve Indigenous student outcomes” 
at their school (Luke et al., 2013, p. 52). 
These are important questions that must be investigated, in order to understand 
the low-equity nature of Australian schooling, and the practices of the people who 
are implementing policies directed at improving outcomes for Indigenous students. 
1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The purpose of this study is shaped by the research question: What are the discourses 
of white teachers when accounting for their work with Indigenous students? Within 
this overarching question, there are four sub-questions: 
 How do white teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous 
students? (Or, “Who are ‘these kids’?”) 
 How do white teachers account for their own pedagogical choices when 
working with Indigenous students? (Or, “What do I do with them?”)  
 How do white teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous 
families and communities? (Or, “Where do ‘these kids’ come from?”) 
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 How do white teachers account for their interactions with Indigenous 
families and communities? (Or, “What do I do with ‘these kids’ 
families?”) 
1.4 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY  
The opportunity to undertake discourse analysis of 34 teacher interviews from six 
Australian states is significant in that it is drawn from interviews conducted 
nationwide with teachers working with Indigenous students. As noted in the 2013 
Summative Evaluation Report of SSLC (Luke et al., p. 11): “this is the largest 
Australian collection [and analysis] of empirical data on multiple facets of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education in state schools to date.” Many 
studies in this field use data drawn from pre-service and beginning teachers (e.g., 
Causey, Thomas, & Armento, 2000; Phillips, 2011; Whitehead, 2007). Research that 
analyses the discourses of practising teachers is less common. Teachers with a range 
of experience were interviewed. A number of teachers were recent graduates, others 
had been teaching for more than 25 years. The breakdown of interviewee data is 
presented in Table 2.1. It is important to note that the majority of interviews were 
conducted by non-Indigenous researchers. In addition to being a white researcher, 
this study analyses interviews between white teachers and predominately white 
researchers. That is, while this study is significant, I acknowledge that it is limited by 
issues of whiteness, and by the relatively small sample size (34 teachers). Further 
limitations are discussed in Section 2.8.2. 
This kind of dataset is rare in that a great deal of research in this field draws on 
small datasets (e.g., Demers, 2009; Hickling-Hudson & Ahlquist, 2003), or is a 
theoretical analysis of discourse in education using critical race theory  
(e.g., Leonardo, 2002, 2007; Leonardo & Porter, 2010). The interviews for this study 
are not only from a range of jurisdictions, but also a range of school demographics – 
from a school with 8% Indigenous student population, to a school with a 100% 
Indigenous student population. Schools also ranged in location (metropolitan, 
regional, remote), size and type (primary, secondary, comprehensive). Tables 2.1 and 
2.2 provide a breakdown of school demographics in terms of school type, size, 
location, and percentage of Indigenous students enrolled. 
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This dataset documents the discourses of teachers working directly with 
Indigenous students at the time of data collection. In the Report of the Review of 
Aboriginal Education (Mellor & Corrigan, 2004, p. 189), Aboriginal students, 
families, community members and many Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people 
working in schools singled out the work of teachers as the “make or break element” 
for Aboriginal students. They claimed that teachers were crucial to the engagement 
of Aboriginal students and their learning outcomes. In a study undertaken by the 
NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative Group (AECG) to explicate Aboriginal 
communities’ perceptions and beliefs about teaching, Indigenous students described 
school systems that were baffling and that made them feel like outsiders. Students 
described the vital importance of teachers who made them feel that school was a 
place of belonging; who cared and treated them fairly; had a sense of humour and 
didn’t stereotype them; and who believed in their success and cared about their 
wellbeing (Burgess & Berwick, 2009). With this in mind, recall that the analysis 
undertaken for this thesis sheds light on the discourses of teachers working with 
Indigenous students. How do they speak about Indigenous students and their 
families? Being part of the research evaluation team, and listening to the voices of 
Indigenous scholars gave me an insight into the importance of listening to 
Indigenous scholars, students and families. Whilst I do not have the capacity to speak 
on behalf of Indigenous teachers or students, using Critical Race Theory and 
Foucault required me to look critically at power relations. This research, then, was 
undertaken to examine the issues that Indigenous students themselves identified as 
vital to their schooling success.  
I now provide a brief contextual background of the Stronger Smarter 
philosophy, since data collection occurred at schools participating in the Stronger 
Smarter Learning Communities (SSLC) network. 
1.5 HISTORY OF THE STRONGER SMARTER PHILOSOPHY 
This section provides a brief description of the evolution of the Stronger Smarter 
philosophy and Learning Communities network. This is important since all teachers 
interviewed worked in the Stronger Smarter Learning communities network. 
It was in the wider political and social climate described above that Chris Sarra 
left an academic teaching position in Toowoomba to become the first Aboriginal 
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Principal of Cherbourg State School in South East Queensland. Cherbourg itself has 
a history that echoes the history of many other Australian towns and regions – a 
history that saw Indigenous bodies controlled through measures such as Indigenous 
reserves, the non-payment of wages to Indigenous workers, and other deeply racist 
practices (G. Sarra, 2008, p. 111). 
Cherbourg State School is situated in an Aboriginal community with 
approximately 250 students. By the end of his tenure at Cherbourg, Sarra was 
receiving public accolades for his “strong, smart and deadly” philosophy (e.g., 
Negus, 2004; Whiting, 2004) and was subsequently named Queenslander of the Year 
(2005) and Queensland Australian of the Year (2010). The development of both the 
Stronger Smarter Learning Communities program (SSLC) and Stronger Smarter 
Leadership Program (SSLP) are based on his “Stronger Smarter philosophy”, the 
genesis of which occurred at Cherbourg (Luke, et al., 2011; Sarra, 2012). The 
philosophy was refined by Sarra based on his reported experiences at Cherbourg 
(1998 to 2005). Sarra has promulgated his vision and experiences at Cherbourg via a 
doctoral thesis (Sarra, 2005) and two monographs (Sarra, 2011; 2013).  
The Stronger Smarter philosophy was developed around five key themes, 
which were originally framed as:  
1. Acknowledging, developing and embracing a positive sense of Aboriginal 
identity in schools;  
2. Acknowledging and embracing Aboriginal leadership in schools and 
school communities;  
3. ‘High expectations’ leadership to ensure ‘high expectations’ classrooms, 
with ‘high expectations’ teacher / student relationships;  
4. Innovative and dynamic school staffing models, especially for community 
schools; and  
5. Innovative and dynamic school models in complex social and cultural 
contexts.  
(Luke et al., 2011a, p. 4. emphasis added) 
In 2005, Sarra left Cherbourg, and founded the Stronger Smarter Institute (SSI), as 
part of the Education Faculty of the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) 
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Caboolture campus, in partnership with Education Queensland (EQ) (Stronger 
Smarter Institute, 2012a). The Institute’s efforts have also received philanthropic 
support from other sources including the Telstra Foundation and the Sidney Myer 
Fund, as well as from state governments (Luke et al., 2011a, p. 18).  
This section provides a brief chronological description of the development of 
the SSLC up to mid-2011, which coincides approximately with the timing of teacher 
interviews used in this thesis.  
1.5.1 The Stronger Smarter approach 
SSLC and the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program (SSLP) are technically separate 
entities. Whilst this study seeks to understand how white teachers have responded to 
working within an SSLC school, it is important to understand that SSLP is “the 
defacto core training component of SSLC and the major source of its educational and 
programmatic contents” (Luke et al., 2011a, p. 15). The leadership program is 
intended to challenge school leaders, so that they will prioritise and implement the 
key Stronger Smarter themes and messages into school operations. Whilst any 
analysis of SSLP is beyond the scope of this reasearch, it is noted that an 
independent qualitative research evaluation report of SSLP was undertaken in 2009 
(Clear Horizon, 2009).  
It is worth noting that although the program has achieved widespread media 
attention (e.g., Barclay, 2013; Chilcott, 2012; Tovey, 2013), there is little academic 
literature published about Stronger Smarter. Two Stronger Smarter staff, Gorringe 
and Spillman (2008) presented their understandings of the Stronger Smarter 
philosophy, learning communities and leadership at the World Indigenous Peoples 
Conference. The Core Research Team tasked with evaluating SSLC delivered an 
initial formative evaluation report (2011a), and a summative (2013) evaluation 
report. A qualitative evaluation of the leadership program was also undertaken by 
Clear Horizon Consulting (2009). The latest of the evaluation reports (2013) found 
that: 
 Whilst SSLC has generated some change, most notably in reorienting the 
climate and ethos of many SSLC Hub schools to reflect the presence of 
Indigenous cultures and communities, there is no evidence that either SSLC 
or SSLP have generated school level outcomes on conventional systemic 
measures of attendance and achievement.… There is no evidence of 
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systemic changes in classroom pedagogy that might “close the gap” on 
Indigenous student achievement (p. 390). 
1.6 THESIS OUTLINE 
I commenced this chapter with a personal introduction, as a sign of standpoint and 
respect for the traditions of the Indigenous people of this country. It allows me to 
question my own discursive repertoire, in the same way that I seek to understand the 
discursive practices of white teachers.  
This chapter continued with a brief history of Indigenous education in 
Australia, with particular reference to Australia’s continuing inability to rectify the 
long-standing achievement gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students. It 
examined the problem of implementing policy reform aimed at addressing inequity 
without taking into account the fact that the teachers who enact these reforms are 
“embodied beings” (Harre, 1995) in real places. The purpose of the study and 
research questions were then presented.  
Chapter Two provides a brief overview of the research undertaken by the 
Stronger Smarter Learning Communities (SSLC) Core Research Team, from which 
the corpus of data used for analysis was drawn. This chapter also provides an 
explanation of the theoretical and methodological approaches used.  
Chapter Three presents a literature review of key concepts including the 
importance of discursive practices, key discursive shifts that have occurred 
specifically around race, and for white teachers over the fifteen years prior to data 
collection; the preponderance of white teachers and the effective discursive “white 
out” of the teaching profession. While Australian teachers are considered to be a 
professional, unracialised group, the reality is that they are a group which is “white” 
not only in terms of demographic makeup, but also in terms of the use of dominant 
discursive and cultural practices. The literature around the dominant race based 
discourses of teachers is then presented. The context of the research and a brief 
historical background is also provided.  
The analysis chapters are organised according to the research sub-questions 
(see section 1.3):  
 How do white teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous 
students? (Chapter Four) 
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 How do white teachers account for their own pedagogical choices when 
working with Indigenous students? (Chapter Five) 
 How do white teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous 
families and communities? (Chapter Six)  
 How do white teachers account for their interactions with Indigenous 
families and communities? (Chapter Five) 
Chapter Eight brings together the key themes from the analysis chapters and suggests 
recommendations for further research. I now turn to Chapter Two to describe the 
theoretical and methodological design of the research. 
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Chapter 2: Research Design 
Interpretive understanding can only be obtained by someone who shares the 
actor’s involvement, but distances himself from it. This person must 
undertake the hard historical work of diagnosing and analysing the history 
and organisation of current cultural practices.  
– Dreyfus and Rabinow (1982, p. 124) 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter describes the research design and methodology used in this study. The 
methodology involved secondary qualitative analysis of interviews with white 
teachers that were conducted as part of the research for the Stronger Smarter 
Learning Communities (SSLC) Research Evaluation (Luke et al., 2011a). Theorists 
such as Foucault broke the illusions of researchers around claims for “truth”. It is 
now recognised that research mediates what is seen and heard; researchers make 
decisions around what is recounted, and in what ways (Comber, 1996). Taking heed 
of these understandings, I now outline the decisions I made in undertaking this 
research project. The theoretical framework, a combination of a Foucauldian 
framework and Critical Race Theory will be described in the first section of this 
chapter. The second section outlines the methodological approach, including a 
description of the Foucauldian approach used. The final sections provide the research 
design and ethical considerations. 
2.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
2.2.1 Foucault: Discourse, truth and power 
Foucauldian notions of power, knowledge, truth, and discourse guided my analysis. 
Although Foucault eschewed an approach that formalises discourse analysis, 
Arribas-Anyllon and Walkerdine (2008) argue that there are broad dimensions that 
can be followed, such as ensuring analysis attends to mechanisms of power. A 
Foucauldian framework provides spectacles through which we can begin to 
understand how “in every age, people have perceived everything, and have thought 
and acted” (Veyne, 2010, p. 23). My focus here is on the systems of thought and 
knowledge (discursive formations) of white teachers. Although Foucault’s work was 
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not historically applied to analysis of race, Stoler (1995, p. 35) argues that it is 
appropriate since “modern racism is the historical outcome of a normalising society” 
and that there are powerful possibilities in applying Foucauldian discourse analysis 
to race. Said’s seminal work, “Orientalism” (1978) brought Foucault and studies of 
culture together, although he did note that “for Foucault, the imperial experience is 
quite irrelevant” (1993, p. 41). More recently, scholars both internationally and in 
Australia continue to apply the work of Foucault to the study of race, culture and 
ethnicity (for example, Fletcher, 2010; Moreton-Robinson, 2006; Nakata, 2007). 
Scholars such as Gillan (2008), Harrison (2007a, 2007b), Harrison and Greenfield 
(2011), Neische (2011) and Vass (2012a, 2012b) have applied Foucault specifically 
to Indigenous education in Australia.  
Using Foucauldian discourse analysis provided an opportunity to understand 
the ways in which whiteness is powerful, by analysing white teachers’ truth claims 
and use of mechanisms of power, such as the normalisation of students against 
normative standards. The use of Foucault’s thoughts allowed me to question 
universal discourses which promise to create universal, literate and numerate, well 
behaved Indigenous students. Instead, I examine the discursive practices which 
construct Indigenous students and families in particular ways. 
In analysing the discourse of white teachers, I therefore looked for the 
communal meanings and truths that exist in schools – what Foucault described as a 
heteroglossia (1969/2002). The truth for Foucault was not about distinguishing right 
from wrong, but about recognising that truth and knowledge are produced and 
organised in particular ways, and are never neutral. Regimes of truth are embedded 
in institutions of power such as schools. These regimes of truth can be understood by 
examining the taken-for-granted practices and discourses within those institutions. 
For example, we can ask: What local rationalities are produced by teachers? How do 
teachers construct Indigenous students and families as objects to be understood? 
How do they construct their own work in this context?  
Discursive formations are practices that “systematically form the objects of 
which they speak” (Foucault, 1989, p. 51). Representations of knowledge and power 
are made in discourses that construct people and topics (Maguire, Hoskins, Ball, & 
Braun, 2011). Foucault (1969/2002, p. 118) described discursive formations as a 
regularity or order, that converges in institutions and practices, and carries meanings 
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common to an entire period or episteme. Thus, at any one time the same discourses 
and knowledges will appear across a range of institutions in the form of different 
texts and forms of conduct. Discourses are recurrent statements, claims, propositions, 
and wordings (Luke, 1997). When these discursive events refer to the same object, 
such as Indigenous students, they belong to the same discursive formation (Hall, 
2003). Foucault described a discourse as “a group of statements in so far as they 
belong to the same discursive formation” (1969/2002, p. 121). These discourses, or 
“systems of representation” (Hall, 2001) produce power/knowledge depending on 
who speaks, when, how and with what authority (Ball, 2010).The dominant 
discourses that exist in Australia, both within schools and in the wider public 
domain, are described in Chapter Three. Comparative discourse analysis is not 
intended to reduce the diversity of discourses, but rather to “divide their diversity 
into different” figures (Foucault, 1969/2002, p. 177). Bourke, Ryan & Lidstone 
(2012, p. 994) suggest that it is important to look for “simultaneous exchanges” 
between different discourses. The purpose of considering wider discourses is 
therefore two-fold. Firstly, it is intended as a means of understanding the exchanges 
between wider discourses and teacher discourses; and secondly, to understand the 
truth claims that prevail both about educational goals (such as neo-liberal discourses 
around the need to test and raise standards) and about Indigenous people (such as the 
need to manage Indigenous people via policies such as The Intervention). Foucault 
argued that discursive formations are fragile – characterised by gaps, voids, 
limitations and at risk of disruption (Maguire et al., 2011). In looking for communal 
meanings, I also look for evidence of disruption to discursive practices. 
Power is not a “thing” which can be owned, but rather it is a relationship 
between individuals and groups (O'Farrell, 2005, p. 99). In other words, knowledge 
and power operate together, describing three configurations of power in the modern 
episteme: disciplinary power, biopower, and governmentality. I was particularly 
interested in ascertaining the ways in which teachers’ discursive practices produce 
particular “truths” about Indigenous students and communities. These truths are 
important because they are linked to the production and demonstration of knowledge 
and power.  
Although Foucault’s analysis of power changed over time (O'Farrell, 2005,  
p. 132), it is central to the understanding of how truth is constituted in particular 
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epistemes. According to Foucault, language and discourse are not transparent or 
neutral. Rather, they “construct, regulate and control knowledge, social relations and 
institutions” (Luke, 1997, p. 60). In this case, discourse analysis offers a means of 
shedding light on the construction of knowledge and regulation of power between 
white teachers and Indigenous students.  
According to Foucault (1969/2002, p. 143) it is important that all discourses 
have a history which privileges those who “speak in conformity with the discourse of 
the moment” (Veyne, 2010, p. 93). Discourse thus makes a mark on reality – 
including the reality of white teachers and Indigenous students as they go about their 
daily work at schools. That which is believed to be true holds power. That is, without 
physical coercion, people conform to rules, customs and discursive practices that 
they take for granted. Valerie Walkerdine’s (1988, 1990) work in mathematics and 
education provides a useful example of the way in which a Foucauldian approach 
exposes educational “truths”, and allows us to see oppression in new ways. In my 
case, using a Foucauldian approach as I read the words of teachers shed light on the 
taken-for-granted discourses of white teachers in schools, including the production of 
truths and knowledges about Indigenous children. This approach allowed me to see 
oppressive practices, rather than seeing oppression.  
Foucault argued that modern institutions organise for individuals to be known 
in detail: to be recorded and to be trained to know and regulate the self. The 
population is managed through subtle coercion in local sites, rather than overt 
physical force. Foucault described institutions which exercise such power, through 
the management of individuals in time and space, surveillance and examination, as 
disciplinary institutions. In Foucault's analysis, power and knowledge work together 
detailing each individual across the specified norms. New forms of surveillance and 
examination produce new forms of knowledge which bring in new forms of 
constraint. Foucault (1975/1995, p. 191) described disciplinary power as a 
technology that kept individuals under surveillance in order to “control his [sic] 
conduct, his behaviour, his aptitudes, improve his performance, multiply his 
capacities, and put him where he is most useful.” 
For Foucault, discourse analysis was not a grammatical or linguistic study, but 
was related to disciplinary knowledge (such as education), and to the modern 
institutions in terms of managing the population and the individual. These disciplines 
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through “a machinery of power” (Foucault, 1977), produce self-regulating docile 
bodies. Martin Nakata examines this process in Disciplining the Savages, Savaging 
the Disciplines (2007), concluding that Indigenous bodies have been a site of 
disciplinary control. According to Nakata (2007, p. 129) 
Islanders’ bodies were [also] regulated and disciplined by an array of 
bureaucratic, regulatory and discursive mechanisms associated with 
government, church and commercial interests which was premised on and 
circumscribed by particular ways of thinking about “natives”. A new order at 
the beginning of the twentieth century, discursively drawn through 
legislation, policies, regulations and official directives was enacted on 
Islander bodies, setting new limits and boundaries in relation to where they 
were to work, organise their domestic lives, determine where they could go, 
who they could associate with, and so forth. 
Konishi, Lui-Chivizhe and Slater (2008, p. 3) argue that Foucault's perception of the 
body as an “object and target of power” is especially relevant for regimes of truth 
produced in colonising situations. Foucault argued that “a body that is docile may be 
subjected, used, transformed and improved” (1975/1995, p. 136). In my analysis, I 
have focussed on the effects mechanism of disciplinary power, since biopower and 
governmentality are disciplines (or “technologies”) that control populations, rather 
than individuals. 
In addressing the research questions outlined above, it was important to 
undertake analysis that would shed light on how white teachers’ discursive practices 
reveal conceptualisations of Indigenous students as something to be controlled and 
improved. Teacher transcripts were analysed for broad themes such as how white 
teachers position themselves within discourses of Indigenous education. As 
described above, I looked for the “silences”, and Foucauldian “rules of prohibition” 
which are the unstated rules of discourse that influence who has the right to speak 
about what, and to whom. According to Fairclough (1992) what is said rests upon 
unstated assumptions and beliefs. However, Foucault (1969/2002) argued that in 
analysing statements, the goal should not be to look for deeper or secret meanings, 
but simply to “render them visible and therefore analysable” (p. 126). The following 
chapter will therefore explore dominant discourses, with a view to making recurrent 
statements visible. 
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2.2.2 Critical Race Theory 
While a Foucauldian framework offers an important means of understanding 
teachers’ truth claims, rationalisations and knowledge/power production Critical 
Race Theory (CRT) provides an additional overlay and way of focussing on issues of 
race. CRT emerged in the 1970s in the US, in response to the omission of race-based 
issues in the legal system (Gewirtz & Cribb, 2009). CRT grew out of the assumption 
that racism “is not constituted merely by individual acts of discrimination, but also 
via historical, systemic, and ideological manifestations of power that serve, maintain, 
and protect white privilege” (Haynes Writer, 2008, p. 2). By the mid-1990s CRT 
began to appear in education research. In the US, Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) 
used CRT to argue that educational inequalities were “a logical and predictable result 
of a racialised society in which racism is muted and marginalised” (p. 47). 
A key purpose of CRT is to challenge dominant discourses about race that 
marginalise minority groups. Colour blind discourses have been identified as 
problematic by CRT scholars because they eschew any critical discussion of race. 
North American scholar Haney Lopez (2003, p. 69) argues that “the belief that 
colour blindness eliminates racism is not only short-sighted but reinforces the notion 
that racism is a personal – as opposed to systemic – issue”. CRT requires thinking 
which focuses on dominant discourses about race and allows for analysis that seeks 
to understand how Indigenous people become known. It offers the possibility of 
“unmasking, exposing, and confronting continued colonisation within educational 
contexts, thus transforming those contexts and structures for Indigenous peoples” 
(Haynes Writer, 2008, p. 2). CRT thus shifts the term racism to encompass “subtle 
and hidden operations of power”, as well as individual and obvious acts of racial 
hatred (Gillborn, 2008b, p. 27). 
Gillborn (2008), who writes about the UK context, argues that it is the 
normalcy of “whiteness” that creates discourses of colour blindness. These 
discourses do not recognise the experiences of minoritised groups, effectively 
serving to reinforce existing inequalities. Whiteness, as described in Chapter One, 
does not simply refer to “white people”. As Leonardo (2007) argues, whiteness refers 
to the organising principles which maintain power and access to privilege of white 
people. CRT is therefore not concerned with objective truths, but with truth as a 
“social construct created to suit the purposes of a dominant group” (Delgado & 
 Chapter 2: Research Design 21 
Stefancic, 2001, p. 92) thus demonstrating connections with Foucauldian notions of 
truth claims. Colour blind discourses are further discussed in Section 3.6.2. 
There has been criticism of CRT, particularly that it has been largely US-
centric (Gillborn, 2008) and that “it should centre around Indigenous peoples’ 
concerns of achieving collective harmony – that being ‘critical’ is oppositional to this 
overall goal” (Phillips, 2011, p. 31). However, Parameswaran (2008) argues that the 
term critical does not mean negative, but is used to signify a commitment to 
analysing the positioning of Indigenous people within dominating systems. The 
following section outlines the application of CRT to the Australian context. 
CRT in Australia 
In Australia, issues of whiteness and race began to appear in the academic literature 
in the late 1990s (McKay, 1999). CRT has continued to emerge in the literature, with 
contributions from prominent Indigenous scholars (e.g., McLaughlin, 2010; 
McLaughlin & Whatman, 2011; Moreton-Robinson & Walter, 2009). CRT and 
whiteness studies, as it relates to education, was established as a field of study in 
North America (for example, Giroux, 1997; Kincheloe, 1999; Leonardo, 2002). 
Although it is less developed, there has been educational research that addresses 
issues of race and whiteness in Australia (Aveling, 2006; Whitehead, 2007). Many of 
these studies relate to university courses aimed at predominately white pre-service 
teachers (for example, Whitehead, 2007; Phillips, 2011). Nicoll’s (2000) description 
of the dilemmas of being a white academic teaching predominately non-Indigenous 
students about Indigenous cultures is useful. According to Nicoll, the only useful 
approach is from an embodied standpoint as a white woman. She argues (2004) that 
critical whiteness studies is particularly important in a context where whites teach 
about whiteness, since it helps us to understand complex, racialised, power relations. 
This was especially relevant for me as a white researcher analysing the words of 
white teachers. Writing from my own standpoint as a white researcher, and applying 
both CRT and Foucault was done with the intention of foregrounding these complex 
issues of power. Yunkaporta and McGinty (2009) describe CRT as being an 
important way of dismantling assumptions that are foundational to Western 
epistemological frameworks.  
 22 Chapter 2: Research Design 
2.2.3 Summary 
The approach described above builds on the growing field of CRT scholarship 
related to education in Australia. One of the main aims of CRT is to examine the 
power dimensions of knowledge (Phillips, 2011). Foucauldian understandings of 
power/knowledge are consistent with a CRT approach.  
2.3 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
2.3.1 Acknowledgement of Indigenous methodologies 
I acknowledge the important place of Indigenous methodologies as a field of 
knowledge production involving Indigenous peoples from around the world, 
including Australia. Scholars such as Moreton-Robinson and Walter (2009) have 
argued that Indigenous methodologies allow Indigenous researchers to apply their 
own lenses, perspectives and understandings to social research. However, because I 
am a white researcher, seeking to understand the discursive practices of white 
teachers, I am not attempting to speak on behalf of Indigenous voices, but rather, to 
examine how white teachers’ voices position Indigenous people as part of school 
ecologies. As stated in Chapter One, as a white researcher, I do not have the 
authority or capacity to speak on behalf of Indigenous people. However, this also 
does not mean that listening to Indigenous voices is not relevant for me. Many of my 
own personal assumptions have been tested through conversations with Indigenous 
colleagues and by reading the words of Indigenous scholars, school staff, students 
and community members as part of my work on the research team. The Indigenous 
people I have listened to and spoken with – from school students and teachers to 
colleagues – have shown remarkable patience and generosity to me as I have 
continued on my learning journey. 
2.3.2 Qualitative approach 
In addition to qualitative interviews, the Core Research Team also collected 
quantitative data, gathered via surveys of both teachers and leaders of schools. 
However, the use of quantitative data was not appropriate for this thesis, as 
quantitative data does not provide sufficient richness or depth of evidence for 
understanding how white teachers were responding to the SSLC program, nor allow 
for an analytic lens to be applied to teacher discourse. My research question was: 
What are the discourses of white teachers when accounting for their work with 
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Indigenous students? This was distinct from the research questions of the Core 
Research Team, which were based primarily around the efficiency, effectiveness and 
scalability of the Stronger Smarter approach, and is detailed in Section 2.3.3 below 
(Luke et al., 2013, p. 14). 
2.3.3 Secondary data analysis 
Secondary data analysis provides an opportunity to use existing data to answer an 
original research question, and to meet objectives that were not part of the initial 
study design (McMillan & Schumacher, 2006). Using secondary data produced with 
substantial government investment allowed me to access a large-scale and diverse 
population of teachers that would have otherwise been impossible for a masters 
thesis. This section describes the original research design and protocols, as well as 
my position as a member of the research team. 
A Core Research Team was established to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
Indigenous education reform project, SSLC. The original research questions were 
(Luke et al., 2011, p.69): 
1. How influential is school leaders’ participation in the SSLP in 
generating and sustaining school reforms and community 
engagement in the SSLC hubs, and improved outcomes for 
Indigenous students? 
2. Do SSLC hubs across the national network have value-adding 
influence and impacts on their affiliated schools? 
3. Do SSLC hubs and their affiliated schools function as learning 
communities with sustainable kinds and levels of community 
engagement? 
4. What other systemic, community, cultural and linguistic, school, 
teacher, and classroom factors impact on school renewal and 
reform, community engagement and improved Indigenous student 
outcomes? 
5. How scalable and sustainable is the Stronger Smarter approach to 
school renewal and reform in Indigenous education? 
In order to answer these questions, the Core Research Team conducted semi-
structured interviews with teachers, school leaders, Indigenous education workers, 
community members and students at schools that were part of the SSLC network. 
The team used interview protocols (see Appendix A) based around the Stronger 
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Smarter Meta Strategies (see Appendix B). The data collection protocols, including 
my own role as a member of the Core Research Team, are outlined in Section 2.6 
In order to answer my research questions, I undertook discourse analysis of the 
transcripts of interviews conducted by members of the Core Research Team from 
2009-2011. As described above, undertaking analysis of data from teachers working 
with Indigenous students across six states and territories was significant. The 
research team was given access to a wide variety of schools (in terms of size, 
percentage of students from an Indigenous background, location, socio-economic 
status and school type) in order to evaluate the SSLC project. Although secondary 
data was used, teachers did provide accounts of their own work, and speak about 
Indigenous students and families. That is, the data available was suitable for the 
research questions in this study. 
2.3.4 Discourse analysis 
It is appropriate that discourse analysis be applied as it allows for a focus on how 
power relations and knowledge are constructed in classrooms and schools by 
examining written and spoken texts (Luke, 1997). Discourse analysis refers to “the 
use of an ensemble of techniques for the study of textual practice and language use as 
social and cultural practices” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 7). 
There are many approaches to discourse analysis including critical discourse 
analysis which draws on the linguistic and textual level of analysis and Foucauldian 
approaches that pay greater attention to the intelligibility of truth claims, searching 
for evidence of power and how particular truths are rationalised and become taken 
for granted in particular epistemes. Discourse analysis of teacher interview 
transcripts is therefore appropriate, as it provides a mechanism for understanding the 
truth claims and rationalities of white teachers. Using a Foucauldian approach to 
discourse analysis provides a space for the examination of commonly-held “neutral” 
assumptions, and how discursive practices are part of the reproduction of unequal 
power relations between Indigenous and white Australians (for example, by 
understanding how Indigenous students are represented and positioned by white 
teachers).  
Discourse analysis which combined Foucault’s notions of power and Critical 
Race Theory was useful as a means of shedding light on the seemingly neutral 
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statements of the dominant majority. Using CRT as a lense for discourse analysis is 
intended to “cast doubt on the validity of accepted premises or myths, especially 
ones held by the majority” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 144). In this way, CRT 
required me as an analyst to look carefully at the privileged discourses of white 
teachers. Ladson-Billings (1998) describes the importance of using CRT to examine 
both curriculum and pedagogy as a way of understanding persistent inequalities 
between white and minoritised students, describing the context of African American 
and Latino students in the US. For example, she describes the need to examine the 
“language of failure” that is used to “deal with” at-risk students (p. 19). Similar work 
has been undertaken in the Australian context, for example McLaughlin & Whatman 
(2010) have used CRT to examine the perception of Indigenous knowledges in the 
context of university curricula. The analytic process I undertook to answer my 
research questions was intended to illuminate the language of white teachers in order 
to explore power relations between white teachers and Indigenous students. Looking 
specifically at teachers’ accounts of their own work with Indigenous students made 
visible the ways in which teachers use colour blind discourses, which essentially 
silence critical thought and alternative viewpoints.  
2.4 FOUCAULDIAN DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 
2.4.1 Signposts for Foucauldian discourse analysis 
Using a Foucauldian approach to discourse analysis allowed meta-narratives to be 
examined, including the disciplinary and “common-sense rationalities” (Garfinkel, 
1967) and “truth claims” (Stirling & Percy, 2005) of white teachers. However, 
applying a Foucauldian lens meant there was not a set of methodological instructions 
that could be applied to texts (Arribas-Anyllon & Walkerdine, 2008). Linda Graham 
(2011) cautions that because there is no model, even claiming to draw on a 
Foucauldian framework “can lead one to being dismissed as ‘unFoucaudian’ if one 
doesn’t get it right” (p. 664). Despite this risk, I believe that there were powerful 
reasons for applying a Foucauldian approach, as described above.  
Foucault (1969/2002, p. 23) argued that before undertaking analysis, “first we 
must rid ourselves of a whole mass of notions”. For me, reading CRT and critical 
whiteness writings, and thinking about my own personal and professional history and 
positioning were important as I began to deconstruct the words of white teachers. 
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Analysing and questioning groups of statements must always be based on the 
“specific instance of what is said” (Foucault, 1969/2002, p. 31), which requires 
descriptions of what is said. In order to understand teachers’ statements, I looked for 
relationships between statements, and how teachers’ statements produced and 
positioned the objects about which they spoke. My analysis looked specifically at 
how teachers discursively construct the objects of which they speak – Indigenous 
students, parents and communities. A key purpose of description is to “free” 
statements of their natural unities (p. 33) 
I spent time during the analytic process considering how the accounts of 
interviewees were generated in the interview context. For example, when teachers 
responded to particular questions in particular ways, I made my own notes and 
included this information in the analysis. As an example, when teachers were asked 
to comment specifically about Indigenous students, but answered by referring to all 
students, I considered this to be significant. This technique of looking at statements 
in the context of their production was useful as a means of rendering discourses of 
colour blindness more visible. 
Looking at statements in this way allows for the emergence of regularities of 
statements. Foucault (1969/2002, p. 41) argued that “when one can describe a 
regularity of statements…. One is dealing with a discursive formation”. Recognising 
how particular statements recur, become validated and taken-for-granted as true 
builds a picture of discursive formations. Recognition “reaffirms the perceptions of a 
phenomena as well as the ‘technical expertise required to deal with it’” (Graham, 
2011, p. 670). The first step was therefore to understand how things have come to be 
as they are by examining the truth claims and rationalisations of teachers. 
Understanding how statements are validated and becomes truths builds a picture of 
the dominant discourses of teachers. I also considered how teachers account for their 
own technical expertise and position when “dealing with” Indigenous students and 
families. 
As I identified particular discursive formations and statements, these were 
examined in terms of the research questions. For example, colour blindness is a 
discourse that is examined in the analytic chapters, and was identified according to 
how teachers individuate students and construct Indigenous students as being “the 
same” as all other students. In teachers’ accounts of their own work, I looked for the 
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ways in which teachers described using pedagogies of sameness typified by 
responses such as “I treat all my students the same way”. 
Finally, Foucault (1969/2002) described the importance of recognising and 
describing statements and discursive formations in order to understand the “rules of 
formation” (p. 44). Foucault’s accounts of reason and madness shed light on how 
classification systems classify objects, frequently by comparison with something or 
someone who is ‘Other’ (Foucault, 1964/1988). In terms of the analytic process, 
Foucault described the importance of looking at commonalities and degrees of 
rationalisation (1969/2002, p. 45). These kinds of classifications and dividing 
practices require experts to know about objects. Whilst Foucault described 
individuals in the medical profession as positioning others in particular ways along 
“grids of specification” (p. 46) of madness, my analysis was focused on the ways in 
which white teachers discursively positioned and specified Indigenous students and 
families. In the context of my analysis, I looked for the ways in which teachers 
constructed versions of normality, and versions of Indigenous students. That is, in 
reading transcripts, I looked for the ways in which Indigenous students, families and 
communities were positioned as Other, and classified by the “expert” teacher. 
The ways in which discursive objects are classified was important to Foucault. 
Foucault’s accounts of reason and madness shed light on how classification systems 
classify objects, frequently by comparison with something or someone who is 
‘Other’. These kinds of classifications and dividing practices require experts to know 
about objects. In the context of my analysis, I looked for the ways in which teachers 
constructed versions of normality. In this way, Indigenous students, families and 
communities are classified, and positioned as Other.  
2.5 RESEARCH DESIGN OVERVIEW 
As described above, this research used data collected by a research team that was 
tasked with the evaluation of the Stronger Smarter Learning Communities project. 
Secondary data analysis allowed me to use data that was collected by the research 
team to answer an original research question.  
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Data collection was undertaken by a research team
1
, who conducted interviews 
with Indigenous and non-Indigenous school staff, students and community members. 
In order to answer each of the research questions described above, I used Critical 
Race Theory and Foucauldian discourse analysis on the transcripts of interviews 
conducted by members of the Core Research Team from 2009-2011. Although the 
Core Research Team did not interview teachers with a view to answering my original 
research questions, the application of Critical Race Theory and Foucauldian 
discourse analysis is appropriate. In the interview context, teachers spoke at length 
about Indigenous students, and about their own work. Applying a different lens to the 
original research questions (see Section 2.3.3) allowed for an analysis of 
power/knowledge that would have otherwise gone unexplored. 
My research was designed to answer the research questions (see section 1.3). 
The data analysed were transcripts of semi-structured interviews undertaken by the 
Core Research Team with non-Indigenous teachers. Data collection protocols were 
designed by the Core Research Team in consultation with the International Reference 
Group, the Indigenous Education Reference Group, and SSLC staff (Luke et al., 
2011a, p. 23). 
As a member of the research team, I participated in a range of activities in 
order to assist the team in answering the original research questions. This included 
conducting field visits and interviews, transcribing data and participating in data 
analysis meetings. A large part of my role on the team was the management of 
qualitative data. This role was compatible with my research for this thesis, as it gave 
me the opportunity to become very familiar with the data. I was also involved in the 
production of both evaluation reports (Luke et al., 2011, 2013). However, the 
analysis for this thesis was done independently. Although similar datasets were used 
for my work and study the difference was the very different focus of the research 
questions.  
Nevertheless, working on the research project informed my thinking in many 
more ways that I can document here. As an early career researcher it often felt 
surreal to be sitting in a room analysing transcripts and data alongside internationally 
                                                 
 
1
 Interviews during this phase of data collection were conducted by: Rhonda Coopes, Val Klenowski, 
John Lester, James Ladwig, Allan Luke, Shelley MacDonald, Jean Phillips, Pamela Theroux, Malia 
Villegas, Annette Woods. 
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renowned scholars in education. I listened to the way in which academics spoke, 
questioning themselves and each other as they interrogated interview transcripts and 
data. Listening to the ways in which analytic discussions proceeded was very useful 
in understanding how to approach my own analysis of the data. As an editor of the 
2013 SSLC Evaluation Report, I was in the fortunate position of participating in the 
analytic discussions for each chapter of the report. Through the highs and lows of the 
project, I learned a lot.  
At times I felt a fusion of relief and hopelessness during analytic meetings. I 
was relieved that my analysis for this research was aligned with the findings of 
colleagues (“I’m not totally stupid”), and depressed about the picture of Indigenous 
education and of what Indigenous students were experiencing in classrooms. 
Attending focus group sessions with Indigenous community members and students 
was pivotal to the way in which I approached my research. Listening to their stories 
helped me to think about how seemingly innocuous words and actions require critical 
analysis. 
2.5.1 Sampling of SSLC schools 
The Core Research Team selected 12 Hub Schools for field visits, seeking diversity 
across the following criteria: 
 school type (Primary, Secondary, Combined), 
 number of students,  
 percent of Indigenous students, 
 location; and  
 time in SSLC (Luke et al., 2011, p. 24).  
That is, a wide range of school types were not only part of SSLC, but were also 
represented in the corpus used for this research. For example, school size ranged 
from small (20 enrolments) to large (more than 1,000 enrolments); the percentage of 
Indigenous students enrolled also varied between 8% and 100%. Schools were 
located variously from metropolitan to provincial, remote and very remote.  
In-depth interviews were conducted as part of week-long field visits. The 
dataset was both comprehensive in breadth (in terms of the range and variety of 
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schools visited) and depth (in terms of the extensive qualitative interviews conducted 
by the research team). 
2.6 SELECTION OF INTERVIEWS FOR SECONDARY ANALYSIS 
Key decisions around case selection were made by the Core Research Team. For the 
purposes of this study, all interviews with non-Indigenous teachers became the 
corpus of data.  
Ten schools were visited in which non-Indigenous teachers were interviewed. 
A total of 34 white teachers’ transcripts were analysed. These teachers worked across 
a range of states and territories, in a range of school types (secondary/primary; 
regional/remote/metropolitan; small/large percentage of Indigenous students etc). 
Table 2.1 outlines the breakdown according to school type, size, location and number 
of Indigenous students enrolled (as a percentage of total enrolments). The data in 
Table 2.1 is derived from the MySchool website (http://www.myschool.edu.au/). 
 
Table 2.1 Sample broken down by school type, size, location and percentage of Indigenous 
students 
School Type  No. of schools No of teachers 
Primary 5 20 
Secondary 4 13 
Combined 1 1 
School size (Student enrolments) 
≤ 100 1 2 
101-500 5 12 
≥ 501 4 20 
Location 
Metropolitan 5 20 
Provincial 4 13 
Remote/Very Remote 1 1 
% Indigenous students (% of total student enrolments) 
≤ 15% 5 13 
16%-50% 2 17 
≥ 51% 3 4 
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The transcripts of school principals and deputy principals were excluded as I wanted 
to focus on educators who were working in classrooms with Indigenous students. For 
this reason, in addition to classroom teachers, the sample also includes Heads of 
Department and a teacher librarian. Teachers worked in a range of class types 
ranging from early years classes, to single and multi-age primary school classes, to 
secondary discipline based classes. Teachers had various levels of experience; 
ranging from a first year teacher to teachers with more than twenty-five years’ 
experience. Not all teachers disclosed the number of years they had been teaching.  
Teachers were categorised as non-Indigenous through a combination methods. 
Many teachers identified their heritage in interviews. In other cases, confirmation 
was sought by members of the Core Research Team. In some cases, members of the 
research team were able to confirm interviewees’ heritage using field notes and data 
collected that was not recorded in interview transcripts.  
Table 2.2 below provides details of schools from which the data was drawn. It 
shows the representation of schools selected across the categories of school type, 
location, total enrolments and percentage of Indigenous students. There were white 
teachers working at each of these schools during field visits. Data for this research is 
drawn from the following school sample (Table 2.2). To protect anonymity, no 
jurisdictional details are included. Values for enrolment and percentage of 
Indigenous students are also approximated to protect school and teacher anonymity.  
Table 2.2  School Sample 
School Type Location Approx. Enrolments Approx. % of Indigenous students 
Secondary Metropolitan 1000 10% 
Secondary Metropolitan 700 10% 
Secondary Metropolitan 500 15% 
Secondary Provincial 800 15% 
Combined Very Remote 500 80% 
Primary Metropolitan 450 10% 
Primary Metropolitan 250 20% 
Primary Provincial 50 100% 
Primary Provincial 150 80% 
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Primary Provincial 250 50% 
 
2.6.1 Data collection protocols 
As described above, a range of data was collected at each school site. All ethical 
clearances and protocols were obtained. The project followed standard social science 
ethical protocols as required by participating universities, state systems and schools. 
It also included attending to relevant cultural protocols for the engagement of 
Indigenous communities and peoples (see Appendix 2.3 of the 2011 SSLC 
Evaluation Report for statement of ethical conduct (Luke et al., 2011b)). 
2.6.2 Semi-structured interviews 
The interviews were semi-structured, with field research teams using the research 
protocols developed by the research team (See Appendix A). Two protocols were 
developed: one that was used for interviews with school leaders, which included 
Heads of Department and Heads of Curriculum; and a second for interviews with 
classroom teachers. 
School principals were contacted by the researcher team to arrange a week long 
field visit. Interviews with school teachers were arranged primarily via school 
administrators (commonly principals). It is important to note that because there was a 
team of researchers, the protocol was followed in different ways. For some, the team 
followed the interview protocol closely, asking prescribed questions. For others, the 
interview was more narrative in structure. In one school, the principal arranged for 
interviews to take place as focus groups, with between two and four teachers 
attending each interview. The remaining interviews were conducted with individual 
teachers. According to Cresswell (2012), interviews allow for in-depth, rich 
information to be gathered. The semi-structured interview protocols are provided in 
full in Appendix A. The protocols included many open-ended questions and were 
developed to allow interviewees to speak widely on a range of issues including the 
five broad meta-strategies (See Appendix B). Generally, interviews were based 
around the following key areas: 
 Personal demographic data (e.g., personal and career history) 
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 School context (e.g., descriptions of location, school population, relations 
with community, curriculum and pedagogy focus)  
 Involvement in Stronger Smarter programs (both SSLC and SSLP) 
 Pedagogy (e.g., descriptions of appropriate pedagogical approaches, 
philosophies, challenges etc.) 
 Networking (e.g., descriptions of network for seeking advice around 
Indigenous students’ education) 
 Understandings of Stronger Smarter Meta Strategies 
o Indigenous identity (staff, students and community) 
o Indigenous leadership (in the school context and more broadly) 
o High expectations  
o Innovative models of staffing and schooling 
2.7 RESEARCH QUESTION 
The transcripts of teacher interviews were analysed using the research questions as 
guides. The key research question is: What are the discourses of white teachers when 
accounting for their work with Indigenous students? Within this overarching 
question, the sub-questions are: 
 How do white teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous 
students? (Or, “Who are ‘these kids’?”) 
 How do white teachers account for their own pedagogical choices when 
working with Indigenous students? (Or, “What do I do with them?”)  
 How do white teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous 
families and communities? (Or, “Where do ‘these kids’ come from?”) 
 How do white teachers account for their interactions with Indigenous 
families and communities? (Or, “What do I do with ‘these kids’ 
families’?”) 
Because the data analysed was secondary, the interview questions did not correlate 
neatly with the research questions. Instead, each transcript was read in its entirety, as 
I looked for statements that teachers made around students, families and teachers’ 
accounts of their own work. Analysing transcripts was therefore not a neat, 
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compartmentalised operation, but instead an iterative process that took into account 
what teachers had to say. At times there was a correlation between the Stronger 
Smarter meta themes and the research questions. For example when teachers were to 
comment on the Stronger Smarter “strong, black and deadly” discourse, they 
responded by describing students in relation to this notion. At other times, discursive 
formations of students occurred as part of the flow of conversation between 
interviewers and teachers. For this reason, the analysis for each research sub-question 
was not limited to particular interview questions. 
2.7.1 Coding of data  
Interview transcripts were analysed by multiple readings and coding cycles. Saldaña 
(2009, p. 149) states that this is appropriate as it allows for “more advanced ways of 
reorganising and reanalysing data coded from first cycle methods [i.e. reading and 
coding only once]”. Going through data multiple times gave me opportunity to think 
about my approach to coding. I deliberately resisted natural coding categories (e.g., 
descriptive coding), but instead looked for the ways power was exercised through 
particular statements and discursive formations. For example, I looked for the ways 
that teachers positioned themselves and Indigenous students variously across various 
grids of specification. Each research sub-question therefore had a subset of codes that 
broke the data down by looking at specific instances and regularities of statements.  
Thematic coding provided a structured way of breaking data down into themes 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Data was analysed in each cycle by coding using 
qualitative research software, Nvivo 9. With each reading, I was able to look for the 
repeated instances of statements, which led to the emergence of coding categories, 
such as colour blindness, white victimology and deficit discourses.  
Bringer, Johnston and Brackenridge (2006) argue that using a computer-
assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) program such as Nvivo 
provides a tool for moving beyond thick descriptions to models grounded in the data. 
They argue that the nonlinear design of CAQDAS programs, specifically Nvivo, 
facilitates an iterative approach to data analysis. For me, this was certainly true. With 
each reading, I was able to look at what it was that teachers were actually saying, and 
code the data accordingly. Early on, it allowed me to experiment with different codes 
that did not become part of this analysis. For example, early on I looked for 
similarities across particular places to understand if particular discourses existed 
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differently in different locations, comparing the talk of teachers in remote and 
metropolitan schools. I found that there were no significant differences between 
these, instead finding many similarities across all locations. In this way, I was able to 
refine coding categories with each reading. 
This was especially important, considering the amount of data – almost 1,000 
pages. I was able to undertake multiple readings of each transcript, guided by the 
research questions, and theoretical framework. Multiple passes of coding allowed for 
a deeper understanding of the data. This iterative approach allowed for the 
application of Foucauldian and Critical Race Theory to the development of codes in 
different passes of data analysis. 
In order to report themes, I also collated the number of teachers who used 
particular discursive practices (such as accounts of using colour blind pedagogies). 
Where this is identified, it is a rough guide so that readers can better gauge the 
frequency of particular discursive practices and formations. Although I have 
identified the number of teachers, sometimes teachers may have made particular 
statements repeatedly; at other times, they may have only made statements once. 
Since this was qualitative research, it was not possible to definitively quantify the 
frequency of any particular discourses. 
2.8 ETHICS 
The following section details ethical considerations made within the context of this 
research proposal. 
2.8.1 Ethical clearances 
The Core Research Team received expert advice on design, instrumentation and 
ethics from: the SSLC Project Committee, the International Reference Group (IRG), 
and the Indigenous Education Reference Group (IERG). The latter two groups have 
consisted of leading Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers and academics 
nationally and internationally. Ethical clearances and permission to research in 
government sector schools was granted by the University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (HREC) and the relevant systems in all States and Territories (Luke, 
2011). This research was conducted following QUT Procedures for Ethical Research.  
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The QUT Ethics Committee assessed and approved (reference: 1200000421) 
the research as Low Risk and meeting the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 
Human Research (NHMRC, 2007).  
2.8.2 Limitations and ethical considerations 
Validity in research is described as “the extent to which an empirical measure 
accurately reflects the real meaning of the concept under consideration” (Babbie, 
1998, p. 133). The use of a Foucauldian lens in data analysis was intended to 
interrogate the meanings in teacher discourse by looking beyond the “taken for 
granted” assumptions in dominant discourses. Lather (1986, 2007) describes the 
deceptiveness of social science research that claims to be “value-neutral” positivist 
and therefore valid. Lather’s work was based on the similar premises to Foucault in 
that it is based on the premise that value-neutral knowledge does not exist. Instead 
she argued for openly ideological research which does not use “validity” as a way of 
legitimating privilege. In my analysis, I have deliberately taken this stance, by 
analysing a dominant discourse. However, in taking this decision, I acknowledge that 
my analysis is limited by both my standpoint and by the fact that only the voices of 
white teachers are represented in the data. Further, no matter how hard I tried to take 
a serious and critical look at my own position and biases, I acknowledge that this is 
an almost impossible task. Although Foucault (1969/2002) suggests that analysing 
statements requires a change of viewpoint by looking for “the over-familiar that 
constantly eludes one” (p. 124), as a white researcher, there will be aspects of the 
“over familiar” which did indeed elude me. Nevertheless, Lather (1986, p. 64) argues 
that open research is no more or less valid or ideological than positivist research 
which would insist upon researcher neutrality and objectivity.  
Whilst naming my standpoint was also important, I acknowledge that the role 
of white researchers in Indigenous education remains problematic. Focussing on 
racial and cultural differences between teachers and students is not without risks, as 
noted by Malin (1990). As Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999, p. 1) writes, “the word 
‘research’ is one of the dirtiest words in the Indigenous world’s vocabulary”. 
Colonising nations have a long history of relying on research (both qualitative and 
quantitative) to document an often troublesome, deviant or somehow foreign “Other” 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). For this reason, and for the reasons outlined in Chapter 
One, I analysed only the interviews with non-Indigenous teachers. I heed the 
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warnings of Indigenous academics such as Linda Tuhiwai Smith for western 
researchers to avoid studying the Indigenous Other/object through a “neutral” gaze 
(1999). As Reid (1994) argues, shifting the focus onto teacher discourse allows the 
“gaze” to be redirected away from Indigenous students as “victims” as we clarify our 
understandings of unequal outcomes of the Australian schooling system.  
Nevertheless, I acknowledge that my “gaze” is constructed with it a particular 
set of values and conceptualisations of race, time, space and knowledge. Using a 
Foucauldian approach, as well as CRT, provided me with the opportunity as a white 
researcher to look specifically at the power of whiteness, in this research and more 
generally, rather than the disadvantage or “lack” of the Other, which has been 
dominant in Indigenous education in Australia. Programs developed by Indigenous 
people that are decolonising in that they attempt to disrupt rather than prolong these 
objectifications continue to emerge in Australia (e.g., McLaughlin, 2001; 
McLaughlin & Whatman, 2011; Phillips, 2011). Central to decolonising 
methodologies is the process of understanding colonial systems that have privileged 
non-Indigenous peoples and marginalised Indigenous peoples. For me, the theoretical 
framework provided the possibility of turning my “gaze” towards white teachers, and 
disrupting my own “white” understandings. 
In turning the gaze from student to teacher there is a further risk that teachers 
become cast in deficit. As Ben Levin (2006, p. 406) writes: 
 The point is not to blame teachers, which would be incorrect, morally 
indefensible, and ineffective. The school improvement literature rightly 
takes the view that teachers should be treated with respect as partners in the 
process. But is the same not true of students and parents? How do we 
combine respect for educators with the required sense of urgency that the 
situation be corrected? 
My intention in focussing on teacher discourse is not to shift the “blame” for failure 
onto teachers, but rather to uncover the rationalities and “truths” of teachers in order 
to understand the historical failure Australia to provide an equitable education 
system.  
As a researcher, my role in the construction of the story of white teachers, as 
they work with Indigenous communities was important. Analysing statements using 
Foucauldian techniques sometimes led me into traditionally academic (anonymous) 
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language. It was a conscious effort to ensure that I did not disappear entirely into the 
text. I have included a “personal reflection” at the end of each analytic chapter as 
well as at the conclusion of the work in order to remind myself and readers of the 
limitations of the analysis given my standpoint. On the other hand, I also wanted to 
let the teachers’ voices speak directly for themselves. For this reason, I chose to 
present data in a way so that teacher informants did not lose their voice to me 
through my writing. I wanted you as a reader to interact with the teachers as I did, 
applying your own interpretations, and so I often present teachers’ voices as blocks 
of text. 
As a writer, I was conscious of the ethical difficulties of how to “deal with” 
deficit representations of children, as well as how teachers might be represented in 
this text. I was concerned by the need to betray neither the students nor the teachers 
in my textual representations. Educational researchers in Australia (e.g., Comber, 
1996; Thomson, 2002) have described the often difficult conditions of teachers’ 
work in disadvantaged schools. However, teachers’ deficit descriptions of children 
and families could not be ignored, and thus, this research needed to occur. Thus, the 
analysis that emerges cannot be a neat account of a uni-dimensional subject, but 
rather, a text that demonstrates the multiple perspectives and tensions that are evident 
in teachers’ discursive practices. As Levin (2006, p. 401) argues, “we cannot take the 
position that these efforts [of teachers], heroic as some of them are, suffice”. 
In considering transcripts of interviews, texts were treated in the context of 
their production – that is, an interaction between interviewers and interviewee. 
Interviews represent what the teachers were prepared to say about politically 
sensitive subjects such as the Stronger Smarter meta-strategy of Indigenous identity, 
and in the context of the research. Walker and Jussims’ (2002) study found that 
people will use “politically correct” language to conceal and hide prejudices in 
situations where they feel pressure to appear unprejudiced. As Foucault argued, 
society creates rigidly developed and maintained structures designed to create a 
docile workforce (Foucault, 1975/1995) and rewards those who most closely 
conform to socially prescribed normative models of appearance, behaviour, and 
discursive practices. For this reason, there is a risk that in all interviews the 
interviewee will only say “what they think you want to hear”, and that interviewees 
will recount versions of the truth according to their own personal experiences and 
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perspectives. (Tregaskis, 2000). The methodological literature of the past few 
decades has acknowledged that research interviews are complex and fraught (van 
Enk, 2009). Theoretical discussions about representation, ethics, and power in 
interviews are noted, including the need to observe the subtleties of talk between 
interviewer and interviewee using tools drawn from conversation analysis and other 
overlapping forms of linguistic analysis. Carolyn Baker (2004) argued that 
interviews are not merely “data collection”, but rather more “data generation”, and 
transcript analysis must include the analysis of interactional data. As described in 
Section 2.3, I spent time during the analytic process considering how statements 
were produced in the interview context.  
I also acknowledge the limitations of the data due to sensitivities around the 
context of the research team itself. Interviews were conducted by a combination of 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers which would have affected the nature of 
interviews. I also note that although the Core Research Team were not affiliated with 
any Stronger Smarter organisation, research participants would have been aware of 
discursive prohibitions when speaking to researchers whose stated intent was to 
investigate the success of an Indigenous reform project. Specifically, although the 
research team is a separate entity from the Stronger Smarter Institute, there may have 
been questions for interviewees about what can be said in the context of semi-formal 
interviews about Indigenous students and Indigenous education (Denscombe, 2007) 
to a researcher working in the field of Indigenous education. In this context, 
interviewees are aware of the need to appear professional, polite and politically-
correct, and may choose to self-censor. For example, a teacher may have asked 
themselves: Is it appropriate to express overtly racist opinions in this context? In this 
context, it was important to look for racialising discourses where teachers 
categorised students, families and practices into social categories which were 
inherently dangerous and Other, without being explicit about race (Dick & Wirtz, 
2011). In the same way that discursive practices serve to establish particular truths, 
discursive prohibitions are the unstated “rules” that control what cannot be said in 
particular places and at particular times. For the teachers interviewed by the team, at 
their workplaces, those prohibitions may have been unstated but understood. 
Interview participants may have spoken with an unstated understanding around who 
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has the right to say what about Indigenous students and their education, and to 
whom.  
Understanding the limitations described above does not eliminate the potential 
for bias, but does provide one way of minimising loss of validity. As described by 
Lather (2007), it is important that as a researcher, I acknowledge that writing up the 
analysis of the corpus of data is not a neutral activity. As a writer, moving from 
traditional third-person, academic language with its assumptions of neutrality into 
first person was a challenge. As Nicoll (2000) argues, the use of the supposedly 
neutral academic language is a way of removing the author from accepting agency, 
and discrediting Indigenous people. I have worked throughout the writing process to 
consider the complexities and limitations of being a white researcher, analysing the 
transcripts of white teachers. Reading Foucault and Critical Race Theory ideas 
around power, knowledge and discourse has been helpful. In particular, reading the 
work of Indigenous scholars (in particular those who advocate the use of Critical 
Race Theory (e.g., McLaughlin & Whatman, 2010; Phillips, 2011)) has also been 
helpful in my efforts to understand white hegemony and the non-neutrality of text. I 
understand that some readers may wonder why there were no classroom observations 
of white teachers working with Indigenous students, and no discourse analysis of 
these direct interactions between teacher and student. For me, the opportunity to 
analyse this dataset was considerable. Firstly, adding an additional layer of data 
would have been more than I could hope to manage in the confines of this thesis. 
Secondly, excluding classroom observations provided a very different insight into 
teacher discourse. In this case, interviews provided teachers with an opportunity to 
reflect on students, families and their own classroom practice and pedagogical 
decision making. Analysing this dataset was a formidable task, and, I believe, 
provides an important picture of white Australian teachers’ discursive practices.  
A further limitation is that of the dataset itself. Although using secondary data 
of this kind is much broader than I would have been able to collect as an individual 
higher degree research student, at the end of the day I am limited to the words of 34 
teachers. These teachers work in schools whose leaders have chosen to participate in 
an SSLC, and may not be representative of the broader teaching population. I was 
further limited by the use of secondary data in that I was not able to ask teachers 
particular questions that related to the research questions, return for follow-up visits 
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or observe teachers as they worked in classrooms. Despite these limitations, the data 
was able to be used in new ways in order to address the research questions for this 
thesis. I believe that the opportunity to undertake this analysis was important because 
the topic of white teacher discourse is too often left unexplored. 
2.8.3 Anonymity in social research 
Confidentiality and anonymity are important in order to protect the participants in 
this research. All transcripts were de-identified prior to analysis. However, 
anonymisation of data does not cover all issues raised of confidentiality (Wiles, 
Crow, Heath, & Charles, 2008). Transcript excerpts are presented in a way to 
minimise any chance that individuals could be identified,despite anonymisation. For 
example, in any case where there is a risk that participants could be identified by 
distinctive stories or characteristics, these stories were either omitted or altered by 
changing key identifying characteristics, without altering substantive intent. That is, 
the focus was on “disguise not distortion” as described by Wiles, Crow, Heath and 
Charles (2008).For this reason, participants were not given pseudonyms or identified 
as the same teacher throughout. It may have been possible to thread together key 
stories and characteristics, in which case the re-identification of teachers may have 
been possible.  
2.9 SUMMARY 
The theoretical and methodological choices described in this chapter were made in 
order to enable critical insights into the research question: What are the discourses of 
white teachers when accounting for their work with Indigenous students? A 
Foucauldian methodological approach has been selected to guide this research. By 
addressing this research question, I aim to provide critical insights into the 
complexities of white teachers working with Indigenous students: how are students, 
families and communities discursively formed, and what disciplinary technologies 
and forms of power/knowledge exist? The purpose of the methodological design was 
to allow for analysis that would uncover both discursive practices and silences that 
are part of the systems in which educational inequality for Indigenous students has 
been reproduced for generations. 
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Chapter 3: Discursive Constructions of 
Indigenous Peoples in Australia 
Each society has its regime of truth, its “general politics” of truth: that is, the 
types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the 
mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false 
statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and 
procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who 
are charged with saying what counts as true.  
– Foucault (1982, p. 73) 
 
This purpose of this chapter is to provide a review of literature, and position this 
study within the scholarly field. The chapter commences with a review of broader 
discourse shifts that have occurred over the past hundred years in the ways that 
Indigenous people have been objectified by white discourses. I then provide a more 
detailed discussion of the discursive shifts that occurred in Australia from 1996 to 
2011 (which marked the end of data collection for this study). Understanding the 
dominant discourses from the preceding fifteen years leading up to data collection is 
significant, because, as Bishop (2008, p. 53) argues, teachers work in schools and 
communities where particular discourses already exist. Literature around the 
preponderance of white teachers, and how the teaching profession in Australia has 
discursively been de-racialised, including literature describing white teachers’ racial 
discursive practices is then presented. 
I draw attention to the discursive contradictions that exist in Indigenous 
education, by providing an example in Noel Pearson’s (2009) critique of Chris 
Sarra’s (2005, 2011) Stronger Smarter philosophies.  
3.1 DOMINANT DISCOURSES OF WHITE AUSTRALIANS 
Foucault (1969/2002) argued that a history of the present, requires an understanding 
of the historical a priori – the order underlying the given culture at the given 
historical moment. Knowledge is “that of which one can speak in a discursive 
practice” (p. 201) and “also the space in which the subject may take up a position and 
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speak of the objects with which he deals in his discourse” (p. 195). Understanding 
how white teachers came to “know” Indigenous students and families, and “know” 
what they should “do” with them as a classroom teacher is important. Understanding 
the wider dominant discourses in which teachers live and work is important. As 
Comber notes, teachers do not “create explanations in a vacuum” (1998, p. 6).  
Race has been conceptualised in different (and often competing) ways by 
dominant cultural groups. Frankenberg describes the shifts in discourses around race 
as “shifts from difference to similarity and back to difference radically redefined” 
(1993, p. 14). In Australia, early colonial racial discourse was constructed around the 
“primitive” non-Western other (Brough et al., 2006). Frankenberg describes this 
racial discourse becoming justification for the exploitation and genocide of non-
European cultures around the world under the guise of “helping to civilise the 
primitive savage” (1993, p. 14). Scientific claims in which race was understood to be 
a biological phenomenon, inspired a discourse of “essentialist racism” (Frankenberg, 
1993) that was used to justify the systematic genocide of Indigenous peoples. In 
Australia, this discourse is evident in many of the policies of the time. For example, 
anthropologist A.P. Elkin wrote in the 1930s: 
The present policy is to educate aborigines (mostly mixed-bloods) up to 
what might be called a ‘useful labourer’s standard’, for to do more, if it were 
possible, would not help them. Aborigines (full and mixed blood) should 
not, and cannot, be assimilated by the white community. They must live 
apart. They cannot become equals of the white race. (in Gray & Beresford, 
2008, p. 205) 
Disturbingly, Gray and Beresford point out that more often than not, even this 
minimal education was not provided to Indigenous Australians. At the beginning of 
the 20th century, some scientists and academic scholars began to reject essentialist 
views, and instead, began to describe racial differences as social and historical 
constructions. In this discourse, race was explained in terms of cultural practices and 
behaviour, rather than biology (Frankenberg, 1993, p. 14). In this new racial 
discourse, all people regardless of race, were believed to be essentially the same 
(Demers, 2009). According to Frankenberg, also embedded within this paradigm was 
an “assimilationist analysis” (p. 13). Many of the policies directed at Indigenous 
Australians were clearly assimilationist, for example, the Aborigines Act (1934), in 
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which Aboriginal people could apply to “cease being Aboriginal” (s.11a). According 
to Frankenberg, this discourse, which is also referred to as “colour blindness” or 
“colour evasion” represented a shift from “essentialist racism” to the notion of 
“essential sameness” (1993, p. 14). One official inquiry in Western Australia 
concluded that:  
In any scheme for the ultimate integration of the native into the general 
social structure, education in the widest sense must play a role. In his present 
state he is treated almost with contempt as an inferior; if he is to be 
acceptable to white society – and without this there can be no future for  
him – his mode of living and his whole outlook on life must undergo a 
complete transformation. (in Gray & Beresford, 2008, p. 205) 
Education was seen as an opportunity to imbue Indigenous children with “normal, 
white values”, achieved via the removal of children from their families and 
communities (Whatman & Duncan, 2012, p. 117). These paternalistic discourses 
positioned Indigenous students as problems who needed to be “helped”. 
Although understood in a chronological order, Frankenberg (1993) notes that 
shifting discourses means that the emergence of one discourse does not eliminate the 
preceding discourse. In Australia, the remnants of existing discourses and policies 
continued to have effects in the education of Indigenous children, with a government 
official estimating that “during the 1940s as few as 10 percent of Indigenous children 
throughout Australia were attending state schools, a further 25 percent were in 
church-based missions and the remainder – that is nearly two-thirds of Indigenous 
children – received no education whatsoever” (Gray & Beresford, 2008, p. 205). 
During the 1960s and 1970s, another racial discourse emerged in the United 
States that was inspired by “dominated groups who protested the domination of 
Protestant Anglo-American cultures” (Spring, 2001, p. 94). Rather than assimilate 
into the white Anglo culture, marginalised racial and ethnic groups (e.g., African 
American and Native American) began to demand respect for their cultural practices 
and histories. Frankenberg (1993, p. 14) describes this movement as being built 
around the notion of differentness. This discursive practice suggested that inequity 
was shaped and perpetuated by social structures designed to maintain racial 
inequality, rather than individual difference. Whatman and Duncan (2012) describe a 
similar period of disquiet in Australia in which Indigenous people more actively 
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challenged structural racism. However, the dominant discourses in Indigenous 
students’ education remained largely deficit. For example, one government report in 
the mid-1970s found that: 
Not only are the parents themselves often little schooled, they also have 
meagre understandings for success in school. Therefore, they cannot help 
their children with academic content, skills for the conduct of or for kindling 
aspirations in continued schooling (Gray & Beresford, 2007, p. 206). 
This paternalistic, deficit model was a precursor to the prevalence of compensatory 
education models (in which compensation must be given to deficit minority 
individuals) and cultural deprivation models (in which the Other is assumed to be 
culturally deprived and able to be cured by a dose of the dominant white culture) 
(Gray & Beresford, 2008).  
In the 1980s two-way schooling emerged in Australia, based on the premise 
that schools could impart new skills from another culture, rather than replacing 
primary cultural practices (Whatman & Duncan, 2012, p. 125). This approach 
included the introduction of bi-lingual education in some schools. However, critics of 
this approach claimed that it was insufficient. Martin Nakata (2000) argued that this 
approach was problematic in that it often silenced the concerns of Indigenous people 
(including himself), ignored the oral language traditions of Islander languages and 
came at the expense of acquiring acceptable literacy and numeracy standards that 
have currency in Western economies. Nakata (2007) outlined an alternative approach 
known as the “cultural interface” as a tool for understanding the tension between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous knowledges in schools. Others such as Yunupingu 
(1994) and Yunkaporta (2007) have argued for approaches in which knowledges are 
not positioned as mutually exclusive, but where traditional cultures and languages 
are maintained.  
The discussion in this section illustrates the ways in which educators have been 
positioned as “helping” Indigenous people whilst engaging in discriminatory systems 
and practices. As a result, schools have often been sites where “educators have 
preached equality of opportunity and good citizenship” at the same time as they have 
“engag[ed] in acts of intolerance, racial segregation, cultural genocide, and 
discrimination against immigrants and non-whites” (Spring, 2001, p. 2).  
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3.2 POLITICS, POLICY AND THE MEDIA: THE DISCURSIVE 
FORMATION OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLE (1996-2010) 
Policy documents are material, social and institutional practices that can be taken as 
discourse. As Luke, Nakata, Garbutcheon, Singh and Smith (1993, p. 141) note, 
policy texts differ in terms of their material and institutional force. Indigenous policy 
documents are therefore capable of “doing” something by “systematically forming 
the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1969/2002, p. 54). It is important, then, 
to consider the discursive formations of Indigenous peoples via key documents. 
Whilst a full discussion of the years preceding data collection is beyond the scope of 
this thesis, this section provides a brief account of the key political and policy 
discursive shifts that occurred during the fifteen years preceding data collection.  
During his term (1996-2007) as Prime Minister, John Howard consolidated 
white hegemony through a range of policy decisions that privileged the 
“mainstream” (Elder, Ellis, & Pratt, 2004). The Howard government stated that it 
would not govern for minorities (Indigenous people and multiculturalists), but for the 
“broader national interest” (Elder, Ellis, & Pratt, 2004, p. 212-3). The following 
discussion explores the literature around the discursive landscape and selected policy 
measures enacted by the Howard government in its attempt to govern for the “broad 
national interest”. 
Six months after coming to office, Howard gave the annual Sir Robert Menzies 
lecture where he argued that the previous Labor government had created a version of 
history in which Australia was “little more than a disgraceful story of imperialism, 
exploitation, racism, sexism and other forms of discrimination”. “I take a very 
different view”, he said. “I believe that the balance sheet of our history is one of 
heroic achievement and that we have achieved much more as a nation of which we 
can be proud than of which we should be ashamed” (in Clark, 2010, p. 120). This 
speech set the tone for what was to come over the next decade. 
By 2007, Howard had introduced the Northern Territory Emergency Response 
Bill (2007), known as The Intervention which included measures such as the 
quarantining of income and welfare payments, and was enabled by the suspension of 
the Racial Discrimination Act (1975), in the name of protection for Indigenous 
women and children against sexual abuse and domestic violence (Osuri, 2009). The 
decision to intervene in the Northern Territory followed moral outcry generated by 
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an exposé on the prevalence of sexual abuse in remote Aboriginal communities on 
the ABC’s Lateline program in May 2006 (Rogers, 2006) and the release of the 
Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarle: 'Little Children are Sacred' Report (Board of 
Inquiry into the Protection of Aboriginal Children from Sexual Abuse, 2007). This 
occurred despite the fact that domestic violence and sexual assault are widespread 
throughout Australia and that the Little Children are Sacred Report found that “the 
sexual abuse of Aboriginal children is … committed by a range of non-Aboriginal 
and Aboriginal offenders” (p. 57). In this way, sexual abuse was discursively 
positioned and pathologised as “an exclusively Aboriginal problem” (Konishi, 
Chivizhe-Lui & Slater, 2008, p. 5).  
Maggie Walter (2009) argues that the use of power is demonstrated in The 
Intervention. The “national emergency” rhetoric provided a justification for 
immediate policy action, which served to preclude any examination of past 
governmental mistakes. She described attempts to question the discourse or the 
policy as being labelled as supportive of child abuse. Walter argues that although 
child sexual abuse occurs elsewhere, these kinds of discourses represent an implicit 
ideological statement that Indigenous Australians are different from non-Indigenous 
Australians and is rarely to Indigenous advantage (p. 12). The Aboriginal “problem” 
is defined by the Australian media and policy makers within an ideology of the 
Other. Often, these discourses use the covert racialising practices described by Dick 
and Wirtz (2011) which construct the Other as dangerous, without being explicit 
about race. The sexual abuse crisis illustrates the way in which Indigenous people are 
constructed by media and politicians as objectified problems, who need to be 
managed. Little (2012) explored this issue, and argued that there is widespread media 
positioning of Indigenous people as deficit/problem in Australia. Giroux (1997) 
describes a similar discourse occurring in the United States, where a new racism 
emerged that was coded in the language of “welfare reform, toughness on crime and 
illegitimate births” (p. 87). 
3.2.1 White victimology: Discourse of decline 
Despite overwhelming evidence of Indigenous disadvantage in 1996-97, the so-
called “race debates” played out, associated with the rise of Pauline Hanson and the 
One Nation Party (Walter, 2009). Hanson adopted what Hage (1998) described as a 
discourse of decline, in which “whites” are positioned as being without “special 
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privileges” and at the mercy of unfairly privileged groups (including Indigenous 
Australians). White victimology discourses are unable to recognise the privileges of 
whiteness and media debates became arguments over access to the entitlement of 
“underprivilege” (Probyn, 2004). In these discourses, whites were discursively 
formed as suffering from “reverse racism”. For example, news and current affairs 
outlets broadcast programs, typified by Today Tonight’s “Reverse Racism” story 
which cast white viewers as victims and asked them, “Have you been sacked or 
refused a job because you're an Anglo Saxon Australian? While other countries are 
busy branding Australians as racial bigots – the truth might be far more frightening” 
(Reverse Racism, February 16, 2010). Similar white victimology discourses have 
emerged in both the US (Apple, 1998; Delgado & Stefancic, 1997) and the UK 
(Gillborn, 2008; Rollock, 2007). This kind of public sentiment provided a backdrop 
to the political decisions made by the federal conservative Howard government.  
3.2.2 Gap talk 
Educational discourses of objectivity, race neutrality and meritocracy, combine to 
produce what David Gillborn (2008) describes as the “gap talk” which has become 
central to the schooling policies of racial minority groups in England. He argues that 
this discourse “has a narrow focus on measurement and accountability, whilst 
masking racial disparities”. This is achieved by using discourse to construct a view 
that systems are improving, which effectively silences discussion on race equality. 
Gillborn adds that gap talk draws on white-victimology discursive practices that 
provide false images of the dramatic privilege of minority students. 
Although Gillborn described the British experience, there is a similar dominant 
discourse in Australia focussed on “closing the gap” between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous students. Lingard, Creah and Vass’s (2012) analysis of the Australian 
context confirms Gillborn’s analysis of gap talk and its effects. They argue that the 
focus on closing the gap disregards not only structural inequalities, but also the 
ongoing effects of colonisation. Margot Ford (2013) describes the Australian 
experience of “gap talk” as problematic on two fronts. Firstly, funding for projects is 
often cut if short-term results are not delivered; and secondly there is no discussion 
about the underlying issues such as historical and institutional racism that underpin 
“locked-in” inequalities. Gillborn (2008) similarly describes the lack of engagement 
with underlying factors, saying that despite the frequency of gap talk, it is rare to see 
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words such as “racism”, “discrimination” or even “prejudice” used to explain gaps 
(p. 236). Rather, he argues that gap-talk serves to “disguise deep-seated and 
persistent inequalities” (p. 229), and uses whiteness as the fundamental driver of 
policy. 
In 2008, the newly elected Rudd Labor government issued a formal apology 
for the Stolen Generations and committed itself to reviewing the terms of The 
Intervention. It also announced a major focus and funding of interventions in 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education (Luke, 2009), promulgating the 
notion of Closing the Gap in socioeconomic disadvantage as the new over-arching 
framework in Indigenous affairs (Altman, 2009).  
Despite earlier promises, in 2009 the Labor government announced its plan to 
continue The Intervention for the next three years. Broadly, the Rudd/Gillard years 
were a continuation of existing managerialist and neo-liberal discourses that 
prevailed under Howard. In his Apology speech, Mr. Rudd attempted to balance the 
symbolic with the practical, saying that “business as usual is not working” (Altman, 
2008, p. 1). However, Gray and Beresford (2007, p. 206) report that despite the 
official apology, “few of the educational implications arising out of the experiences 
of the Stolen Generations have seeped into the official discourse.” Altman (2009, p. 
1) argues that the policy directions of the Labor Government, including the focus on 
Closing the Gap, were essentially a rebadging of existing discourses such as 
individualism, neo-liberalism and economic rationalism.  
At the International Indigenous Women’s conference in Darwin Indigenous 
representative Barbara Cummings said, “there was this enormous big apology by the 
Labor Party and nothing has happened” (Razak, 2010). With the ousting of Rudd, 
Indigenous rights were all but forgotten by both political parties (Barry, 2010).  
Various pieces of legislation were introduced into parliament that pushed 
Indigenous affairs into corporate, productivity and neoliberal agendas. For example, 
the Labor government introduced both The Stronger Futures in the Northern 
Territory Bill (2011), as well as an expansion of the School Enrolment and 
Attendance Measure (SEAM) program which links welfare payments with school 
attendance and enrolment (Department of Families, 2012). The key discourses that 
underpinned these documents and their reception in the media worked to position 
Indigenous people as deficit and therefore needing to be managed. As Little (2012, 
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p.46) describes, since the media purports to tell “it” like it is, audiences naturally 
accept “it” as truth.  
A raft of other similar policy changes have taken place including cuts to the 
Community Development Employment Programs in favour of partnerships with 
mining entrepreneur Andrew Forrest in the form of the “Australian Employment 
Covenant”. Forrest (and others including James Packer, Kerry Stokes and Lindsay 
Fox) also founded “Generation One” – an organisation that purportedly “promote[s] 
organisations that are “doing good work” in the areas of education, training, 
mentoring and employment.”(Generation One, 2012). Other policy reform and 
funding cycles have continued during this period, including the Coalition of 
Australian Government’s (COAG) Closing the Gap: National Partnerships 
Agreements (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009), the What Works program 
(Department of Education, 2012), and a range of other jurisdictional policy 
initiatives. Pholi, Black, and Richards (2009, p. 10) argue that: 
The defining features of Indigenous Australians according to the Close the 
Gap approach are, of necessity, deficits. Performance measurements in 
closing the gap requires a range of baseline data on what is wrong with 
Indigenous people. Deficit data then forms the basis of what is known about 
Indigenous people. 
Vass (2012a) argues that Indigenous education can be understood as a Foucauldian 
regime of truth in that it is guided by deficit discourses, and fits within the broader 
power relations that exist in Australia. Gray and Beresford (2007) suggest that the 
impact of Australia’s racist past on education is “impossible to overestimate” (p. 
205). 
3.3 DISCURSIVE FORMATIONS OF TEACHERS IN AN ERA OF 
NEOLIBERALISM 
It is also important to consider that during this same period, education discourses 
prevailed with notions of neoliberal and accountability (Ranson, 2003). Policy and 
bureaucratic processes were dominated by managerialist and disciplinary discourses 
such as the widespread focus on standardisation and high stakes testing (Comber & 
Nixon, 2009). Wider debates in the media around standardised testing and closing-
the-gap measures saw Indigenous students discursively formed as lagging behind 
their non-Indigenous counterparts. These discourses also changed how teachers 
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themselves were discursively formed. Stuart Ranson (2003) describes traditional 
discourses, where teachers were seen as trusted professionals delivering reliable 
public services of high quality being replaced by accountability discourses, where 
trust is placed in standardised and systemic accountability mechanisms. In the 
Australian context these are readily understood in terms of the focus on The National 
Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN), and the publication of 
school results on the Federal Government’s MySchool website 
(http://www.myschool.edu.au/). Ball (2003) argues that the neoliberal discourses are 
appealing to politicians of all persuasions, in that they are an attractive alternative to 
traditional models in which states are responsible for public welfare via the provision 
of education. Successive federal governments (both Labor and Liberal) have 
advocated the need for a continued focus on standards, competitiveness, national 
benchmarking and teacher accountability (Comber & Nixon, 2009). Neoliberal 
discourses are a dominant part of the discursive landscape in Australian education 
(e.g., Lingard, 2011; Lingard, Creagh, & Vass, 2012). 
An understanding of the dominant discourses during this period provides a 
sense of the discursive landscape in which teachers work. These discourses are part 
of the “systems of discursivity” (Foucault, 1969/2002, p. 145) that affect the 
possibilities and impossibilities for what can be said by white teachers.  
3.4 THE PREPONDERANCE OF WHITE TEACHERS 
Whilst student populations are becoming more diverse in terms of culture, the 
teaching profession in Australia remains overwhelmingly white, mono-lingual and 
middle class (Allard & Santoro, 2006). According to the Australian Council for 
Educational Research, whilst about 3% of the Australian population identifies as 
being of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent on Australian Bureau of 
Statistics census data, a much lower percentage of teachers identify as Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander: approximately 0.6% of secondary teachers, and 1% of primary 
school teachers (McKenzie et al., 2011). The 2013 Summative Evaluation of SSLC 
(Luke et al., 2013, p. 30) reports that more than 95% of teachers did not identify as 
being of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent (from a sample of 775 teachers 
in both SSLC and non-SSLC schools). The demographic makeup of the teacher 
workforce means that the vast majority of Indigenous students in this country will be 
taught primarily by non-Indigenous teachers. 
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It has been argued extensively in academic literature that it is difficult for 
teachers who are members of a white hegemonic mainstream to fully understand the 
needs of students whose lived experiences are different from their own (e.g., Allard 
& Santoro, 2006; Brayboy & Maughan, 2009; Howard, 2006). White teachers have 
been shaped by discursive practices, such as those described in the preceding section. 
It is the taken-for-granted discursive practices of white Australia that privilege the 
dominant majority at the expense of both Indigenous and immigrant “Others”.  
3.5 THE WHITE-OUT OF AUSTRALIAN TEACHERS 
Santoro, Kamler and Reid (2010) argue that whilst the cultural difference of students 
is widely studied in Australia, there has been an effort to “white out any possibility 
of thinking about the teaching profession itself as racialised”. Ryan (1999, p. 87) 
describes whiteness as “drawing lines around the identities of others, but never 
inward toward itself. By drawing attention to others, it detracts attention away from 
itself”. Although some headway is being made in terms of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives into pre-service teacher education, Santoro et al. (2001) argue that the 
demographic and discursive practices that construct the teacher as monocultural and 
monolingual is one of the reasons that teachers fail to recognise their own role, or the 
role that schools play in the perpetuation of racism. Furthermore, pedagogical and 
curriculum texts tend to ignore teachers’ ethnicity, race, class, gender and language. 
Curriculum and pedagogy is produced for “non-cultural, non-emotional, bodiless 
teachers – the professional subject” (Comber, 1996, p. 20). It is important to note that 
the epistemological beliefs that underpin the “official knowledge” in schools are not 
neutral (Apple, 1978). Teachers have the power to selectively control the flow of 
information, teaching “truths” as they see it, which serves to perpetuate their position 
of power (Howard, 2006, p. 54). In all, school systems in Australia “remain a bastion 
of white cultural supremacy” (Santoro et al., 2001, p. 192). The 2013 SSLC 
Evaluation Report found that teachers reported low knowledge of Indigenous 
cultures, histories and communities as well as little everyday engagement with 
Indigenous peoples outside of school (Luke et al., 2013, p. 147).  
A great deal of literature in Australia and internationally describes the 
standpoint of pre-service teachers in terms of their conceptualisations of race 
(including whiteness), and transformative approaches taken in teacher education 
programs (e.g., Causey, Thomas & Armento, 2000; Whitehead, 2007). A trend away 
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from these approaches is worth noting. Whitehead (2007) reports that there have 
been recent shifts internationally towards an emphasis on field experience and 
learning from practising teachers, which diminishes opportunities for the teaching of 
critical perspectives, including critical Indigenist studies as part of pre-service 
courses. Despite the work in pre-service teacher education programs, there is less 
research describing possible courses of action for teachers already in the field. There 
is a growing field of narrative and life history research which originally focussed on 
white teachers working for social change, but has more recently begun to explore 
teachers’ racial awareness (Johnson, 2002). This study is therefore an important 
contribution to the literature in that it examines white teachers’ discursive 
constructions of race. 
3.6 THE DISCURSIVE REPERTOIRE OF AUSTRALIAN TEACHERS  
Demers (2009, p. 9), defines discursive repertoire as “a catalogue of discourses or 
discursive practices that are used as means of managing, viewing, or interpreting the 
knowledge and experiences embedded within the linguistic landscape of a particular 
social, institutional, cultural, or historical context”. Frankenberg (1993, p. 16) 
describes these repertoires as representing a stock set of “strategies for thinking 
through race” that have been “learned, drawn upon, and enacted, repetitively but not 
automatically or by rote, chosen but by no means freely so.” Thus, discursive 
repertoires, have the potential to “reify, deny, hide, explain, or ‘explain away’ the 
history of a given situation” (Frankenberg, 1993, p. 2). 
Nevertheless, there have been few studies that have looked at how white 
teachers think about or understand their own race, or those of their students. 
(Johnson, 2002). However, the academic literature points towards two persistent 
discursive practices amongst white educators: colour blindness and deficit 
discourses. These will be explored in the sections below. 
3.6.1 Deficit discourses 
For some years, educational researchers have documented how teachers’ have been 
inducted into a culture where counter-productive deficit discourses prevail (Comber 
& Kamler, 2004). It is almost a decade since Comber and Kamler (2004) described 
the dominance and pervasiveness of teacher deficit discourses in classrooms, 
staffrooms and beyond. Deficit discourses have been prevalent in Indigenous 
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education since the 1960s (Whatman & Duncan, 2012). In the 1980’s Green’s (1982) 
study of teacher perceptions of Aboriginal students found that teachers ascribed 
student and familial deficiencies as key reasons for Aboriginal students’ lack of 
academic success. Few teachers in Green’s study regarded themselves or their 
schools as being responsible for student success. In the 1970s, Eckermann and Kerr 
(1979) described the profoundly deficit nature of Western Australian schools.  
Deficit discourses blame particular groups who are not only labelled as 
“lacking” but are also described as responsible for their own lack. These discourses 
have continued to emerge alongside the discourses of decline described above, as a 
neo-conservative backlash against equity-based programs. Historically, these 
discourses have prevailed in schools, and have been fanned by a conservative media 
which perpetuates negative discourses around Indigenous communities and public 
school students from low socio-economic areas (e.g., Comber & Hill, 2000; Little, 
2012).  
In these kinds of discourses, “background” is frequently invoked as the cause 
of lack (Comber, 1998). For Indigenous students, both in Australia and 
internationally, this has been well documented (e.g., Bishop & Berryman, 2006; 
Whatman & Duncan, 2012). Walton (1993, p. 57) argues that when groups such as 
Indigenous students are labelled as outsiders by those in power, discourse frequently 
constructs difference as deficit. In their Western Australian research, Godfrey, 
Partington, Richer and Harslett (2001) describe teachers’ use of deficit discourses 
about Indigenous families and students to apportion blame for student success and 
engagement at school. Milner (2009, p. 124) argues that at the heart of deficit 
thinking is teachers’ questioning of students’ cognitive capacity, and that dominant 
white values, experiences and goals are the norm against which others are judged 
When the prevailing neoliberal discourses described above are taken into 
account, Harrison (2007b) explains that a forced choice emerges between 
apportioning blame to either educators or Aboriginal students and communities. In a 
neoliberal, managerialist education environment, Indigenous student outcomes are 
measured against mainstream standards, supported by government rhetoric around 
“closing the gap”. This concept will be explored further in Chapter Four.  
Understanding the pervasiveness of deficit discourses, and the deficit 
positioning of Indigenous people by white teachers, is important. Martin Nakata’s 
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Disciplining the savages: Savaging the disciplines (2007) examined the ways in 
which Islander people have been discursively positioned as deficit. Nakata argues 
that “it is critical that Indigenous people and those who are committed in their 
support for us develop deeper understandings of how we are positioned at the 
interface of different knowledge systems, histories, traditions and practices” (p. 12). 
I now provide literature on another discourse that dominates the discursive 
landscape in schools: colour blindness. 
3.6.2 Colour blindness  
The discourse of colour blindness is based on a belief that all children are created 
equal, have equal access to resources and should therefore be treated equally. These 
views are based on assumptions that society is a level playing-field in which 
individual effort and merit can overcome historical and systemic inequalities. This 
discourse is described by Causey, Thomas, and Armento (2000) as “naïve 
egalitarianism”.  
Giroux (1994, p. 279) argues that although overtly racist language is now 
unacceptable, education discourses effectively militate critical discourses, therefore 
hindering Indigenous student success. Whitehead (2007) argues that colour blind 
understandings are pervasive in Australian schools and draw on the contemporary 
culture of individualism. As Howard (2006, para. 3) writes, “there exists an almost 
universal uneasiness about race among white educators”. In Foucauldian terms, this 
uneasiness is a part of the web that affects what can (and cannot) be said in the 
classroom (and staffroom). It changes pedagogical and curriculum decision making, 
as teachers struggle to avoid issues of race (e.g., Bolgatz, 2005). 
Wider discourses of education also work to silence any attempts that teachers 
may make to undertake critical analysis. For example, the prominence of “gap talk”, 
as described in 3.2.2 above, acts as a discursive strategy that silences calls for action 
on racial equality.  
Winant (1997) describes colour blindness as a means of maintaining the status 
quo, since if nothing is perceived to be wrong, it will also be perceived that nothing 
will need to be challenged. Whitehead (2007) reports that even for pre-service 
teachers who have an espoused desire to “make a difference”, this is often framed 
around autonomous individuals and does not take into account social context or 
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structural racism. Schofield’s (2006) study of white teachers in the US found that 
they claim not to see colour in their students, but thus ignored institutional racially 
discriminatory practices. Schofield argues that teachers who maintain a colour blind 
perspective would argue that success is a product of individual effort and actively 
avoid acknowledging racial differences for “fear of appearing racist” (Schofield, in 
Korgen & O'Brien, 2007, para. 3). 
Phillips’ (2011) study of pre-service teachers enrolled in a compulsory 
Indigenous Studies course at university highlights the ways in which pre-service 
teachers used colour-blind discourses (e.g., “I’ll be offensive and I’ll say the wrong 
thing [so] I’ll be better off saying nothing”, “I don’t see colour” and “why can’t you 
just all be Australian?” (p. 169). Thus, Phillips (2011, p. 29) argues that words can be 
used to “manipulate a comfortable speaking position for white subjects”. 
3.6.3 The goodwill of white teachers 
The failures in Indigenous education do not diminish the goodwill of teachers. 
Whitehead’s study of pre-service teachers found that the most cited reasons for 
choosing a teaching career were that they “wanted to work with children” and that 
they “wanted to make a difference” (Whitehead, 2007, p. 367). Whilst the stated 
goodwill and hopefulness expressed is admirable, McInerney (2007) reminds us that 
hope in and of itself, is unable to create or sustain change. Lampert (2012, p. 86) 
adds that the well intentioned ignorance of teachers is often drawn from wider 
discourses, such as the media and Internet. Thus, even when teachers are doing their 
best, their decisions can be based on inadequate understandings and lack critical 
perspectives. Levin (2006) argues that when an education system produces 
inequitable outcomes, the challenge is to recognise teachers’ efforts and work, while 
insisting upon change. 
3.6.4 Summary 
White teachers seemingly have two key fall back positions – colour blindness, which 
positions Indigenous students as invisible; and deficit discourses, which position 
Indigenous students as problems to be solved.  
Clearly, understanding teachers’ discursive practices is important, as they 
create the truths that influence the lived realities of teachers and Indigenous students. 
Even in terms of the delivery of policy and curriculum content, which are also 
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discursively produced, Luke reminds us “that there is no direct ‘hypodermic’ effect 
between the official curriculum and the enacted curriculum” (Luke, 2010, p. 42). It is 
discourse that produces power/knowledge, and influences all aspects of teacher-
student relationships. The taken-for-granted logics and truths of teachers are at the 
heart of Indigenous education. 
3.6.5 Historical note: Chris Sarra and Noel Pearson  
Although Chris Sarra came to prominence, receiving media attention, accolades and 
the funding to launch the Stronger Smarter Institute, Sarra was not the only 
Indigenous educator to enter in to normative public discourses around the state of 
Indigenous education in Australia. Many other prominent Indigenous scholars such 
as Martin Nakata, Marcia Langton, Larissa Behrendt and Lester-Irabinna Rigney 
have contributed to media coverage of Indigenous education in recent years. It 
important to note that these scholars express a range of different opinions, and that 
Sarra’s philosophies were not universally embraced by Indigenous scholars. 
Around the same time that Sarra was developing his Stronger Smarter 
philosophy, prominent Aboriginal lawyer, academic and activist Noel Pearson was 
refining his own views around Indigenous policy. In 2004, Pearson became the 
Director of the Cape York Institute for Policy and Leadership, an independent public 
policy organisation formed in partnership between Griffith University, Federal and 
Queensland Governments and the people of Cape York (Cape York Institute, 2012). 
Pearson moved into education policy, for example playing a role in the establishment 
of The Intervention and “Teach for Australia”, a scheme that allows the top ten 
percent of university graduates to undertake two years of teaching supported by the 
University of Melbourne in a primarily disadvantaged school, and come out with a 
post-graduate teaching qualification (Williss, 2008). Importantly, in 2009, Pearson 
outlined his stance in terms of Indigenous education, including the need for a direct-
instruction pedagogical model, based on the work of Siegfried Englemann. Whilst 
Pearson noted similarities between his stance and Sarra’s, Pearson questioned the 
Strong and Smart philosophy, in particular, the notion of making race the basis of 
pride and self-esteem, particularly in public life:  
While the public promotion of Aboriginal racial pride might seem on its 
surface unexceptionable, indeed laudable, consider whether the public 
promotion of English or Anglo-Saxon, Greek, Arabic or Japanese racial 
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pride would be well advised – even in an all-Anglo school, in the case of 
Anglo-Saxon pride. While it is appropriate to celebrate diversity, I doubt 
whether the promotion of pride in specific racial identities is appropriate for 
our public life. (Pearson, 2009, p. 84). 
Pearson goes on to argue that public institutions such as schools are not appropriate 
places for the explicit promotion of Indigenous identities or racially-based self-
esteem.  
On this note, it is important to remember that less than one percent of teachers 
and school leaders identify as being of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origins 
(McKenzie et al., 2011, p. 31). As such, Stronger Smarter reforms are almost 
inevitably being carried out by non-Indigenous staff. Pearson is certainly not the first 
to ask questions around “who has the right to speak on Indigenous matters and on 
behalf of Indigenous people” (Fee & Russell, 2007, p. 193). Pearson also argued that 
although the program may have effects on individual students, a more substantive 
reform that includes pedagogical change, is needed to achieve sustainable effects. 
Problems stemming from requiring non-Indigenous educators to remedying identity-
based esteem are at the core of Pearson’s critique of the Stronger Smarter 
philosophy. In summary, Pearson concludes that: 
Interrogating children on the degree of their racial pride and strength is 
murky water. It might be appropriate as an intra-Indigenous exercise – for 
example, it may be acceptable for an Indigenous principal such as Chris 
Sarra to talk to Indigenous children about such matters – but great questions 
arise as to whether this is a legitimate subject for public education policy. 
(2009, p. 87). 
Pearson subsequently established a Direct Instruction pedagogical approach (based 
on the work of Seigfried Engelmann) in Cape York schools (via the Cape York 
Partnership). Whilst a full discussion of Pearson’s Direct Instruction model is beyond 
the scope of this thesis, it is important to note that Pearson, who also wrote a column 
for The Australian newspaper, was an important contributor to wider discourses 
around Indigenous education in Australia at the time.  
Pearson’s model sits comfortably within the existing managerialist and 
neoliberal discourses that prevailed at the time (see above). Chris Sarra’s one page 
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response (2009, p. 103) did not directly respond to these concerns other than to say 
that: 
While he tries, he clearly struggles to get the fundamental importance of how 
schools must develop and embrace a positive Aboriginal identity in a schools 
context, and surprisingly he offers virtually nothing on developing and 
embracing Aboriginal leadership in education. 
Little (2012) argues that the mainstream media frequently reports only on prominent 
Indigenous people, thereby disregarding the diverse range of other Indigenous voices 
and opinions. The public disagreement of two prominent Indigenous educationalists 
such as Pearson and Sarra around normative discursive practices highlights the 
discursive tensions that exist in Indigenous education. Vass (2012a) concludes that 
Indigenous education is largely framed by deficit understandings, and shaped by 
“multiple supporting and competing discourses which give rise to tensions and 
uncertainties regarding authority (which voices should be heard) and agreement 
(what action should be taken)” (p. 86). However, Vass also points out that despite the 
philosophical differences between Pearson and Sarra, both have described the 
systemic,historical and ongoing failures and inadequacies in Indigenous education. 
The issue of Indigenous education is further confused by the frequent conflation 
between the education of Indigenous students and education about Indigenous 
histories, cultures and experiences (Phillips, 2011). Further confusion has developed 
as teachers and schools struggle to understand the overlap between federal and state 
policies on Indigenous education; and to implement national policies that are often 
crisis-driven responses (Gray & Beresford, 2008). 
3.7 SUMMARY 
Literature has been presented to demonstrate the importance of analysing the 
discursive practices of white teachers as they work with Indigenous students. Firstly, 
I argued that discourse produces knowledge/power, and described the historical 
context of dominant racial discourses in Australia. I focussed specifically on schools 
as sites of deculturalisation, allowing schools to become “good citizens” whilst at the 
same time engaged in acts of racial discrimination.  
In the second section, I outlined the dominant discourses – discourses of 
paternalism, white decline, and neoliberalism – that have served to discursively form 
 Chapter 3: Discursive Constructions of Indigenous Peoples in Australia 61 
Indigenous people in Australia – as Other, and as a problem needing to be saved, for 
example via compensatory education. I focused particularly on the fifteen years prior 
to the establishment of the SSLC network, in order to build a picture of the episteme 
in which the teachers who were interviewed lived and worked. I also presented 
literature to demonstrate that these discursive shifts have also changed the way that 
teachers are discursively formed – the once common image of teacher as trusted 
professional has been replaced by managerialist discourses that positions teachers as 
deliverers of standardised curricula and testing.  
In the third section I outlined the difficulty of having a teacher workforce that 
is both demographically and discursively white. This “white out” of the Australian 
teaching profession is powerful in that it works to silence engagement in critical race 
reform. I outlined how Australian teachers have two fall back discourses – colour 
blindness and deficit talk. This research would affirm Karen Martin’s (2007) view 
that discourses of invisibility and paternalism have dominated Indigenous people in 
Australia. I argued that both colour blind and deficit discourses are powerful amongst 
educators, and that this underpins the power/knowledge relationship between 
teachers and students. I present this research in order to answer key questions around 
how white teachers discursively position Indigenous students, and how this effects 
their teaching practice. Policy reform initiatives must take into account the embodied 
nature of teaching if Indigenous students are to have access to a schooling system 
that provides equitable outcomes. The ways in which Indigenous students and their 
families are positioned by white teachers is therefore central to the possibilities that 
exist for them in classrooms and schools. 
I concluded this chapter by outlining the history of the Stronger Smarter 
philosophy, since all data analysed in this research was collected from schools 
participating in the SSLC program. As well as introducing both SSLC and SSLP, I 
demonstrated how contradictory discourses exist about Indigenous Education in 
Australia, by examining the philosophical differences between Noel Pearson and 
Chris Sarra. 
The following four chapters present the analysis of teacher transcripts in order 
to answer the research questions presented above. The first of these questions is: how 
do white teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous students? (Or, 
“Who are these kids?”) 
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Chapter 4: Who are “these kids”? 
Being colour blind is a hegemonic practice that only White people have the 
luxury of believing. 
  – Kincheloe and Steinberg (1997, p. 93) 
 
4.1 INTRODUCTION: WHO ARE “THESE KIDS”? 
In 2002, Pat Thomson’s Schooling the rustbelt kids described the prevalence with 
which teacher and media deficit discourses position students from a low socio-
economic areas as “these kids”. These kids are constituted as deficit in various ways 
such as slow, wilful, unmotivated and non-English speaking. The dominant 
discourses of white teachers (as discussed in Chapter Three), demonstrate the ways 
that Indigenous peoples have historically been positioned as Other. This chapter is 
guided by the first research sub-question: How do white teachers discursively 
position Indigenous students? (Or, “who are ‘these kids’?”) 
This chapter will explore the discursive repertoire of teachers as they talk about 
Indigenous students, for example: what can white teachers say about Indigenous 
students, and their experiences at school? How do teachers know Indigenous 
students? How are Indigenous students positioned in relation to other students, and to 
teachers? How do teachers discursively construct the “good” Indigenous student? 
What of Indigenous students who exceed normative expectations? 
Whilst the work of teachers contributes to wider discourses such as media 
representations of Indigenous student attendance at school, the discursive repertoire 
of white teachers is also a subset of the wider discursive shifts described in Chapter 
Three, such as deficit and colour blind discourses. Colour blindness is a theme that 
will be explored in this chapter by examining how teachers construct Indigenous 
students as being “the same” as all other students. Understanding students as “the 
same” will then be contrasted with teachers who discursively construct Indigenous 
students as “different” – different from teachers’ normative ideals; and different from 
other students. I examine how teachers individuate and describe difference as deficit. 
I will then consider the discourses of teachers for whom Indigenous students are 
 64 Chapter 4: Who are “these kids”? 
understood to be exceeding normative expectations, by analysing the construction of 
the student as the “exceptional Other”. These alternative and contradictory discursive 
constructions of Indigenous students as both same and different; and as exceptional 
(meeting normative standards) or bad (failing to meet norms) often come from the 
same teacher, and from within the same school. It is unsurprising that teachers also 
describe their own personal confusion in terms of not only what can be said, but also 
about who Indigenous students are. The theme of confusion will be explored by 
examining instances in which teachers struggle to find the words to discursively 
construct Indigenous students. The analysis from this chapter will be used to 
underpin analysis in Chapter Five, which examines how teachers’ positioning of 
students underpins teachers’ accounts of their own pedagogical and curriculum 
decision-making. 
4.2 INDIGENOUS INVISIBILITY: “IT’S NOT REALLY ABORIGINAL 
STUDENTS. IT’S REALLY ALL STUDENTS” 
In a society such as our own we all know the rules of exclusion. The most 
obvious and familiar of these concerns what is prohibited. We know 
perfectly well that we are not free to say just anything, that we cannot simply 
speak of anything, when we like or where we like; not just anyone [finally] 
may speak of just anything.  
(Foucault, 1971, p. 8) 
The prohibition that Foucault described as wound most tightly around danger spots 
was clearly wound around Indigeneity in these interviews. There were many 
instances where teachers described Indigenous students using the colour blind 
discourses described in Chapter Three. Teachers frequently sidestepped questions 
about Indigenous student identity, before making the claim that “all children are the 
same”. 23 out of the 34 teachers made statements using colour blind discourses. For 
example, teachers made statements such as the following: 
 Everyone's the same as far as we're concerned.  
 It doesn't matter what colour you are, everyone should have high 
standards; and if you don't, you're letting yourself down. 
 I think my students know that I expect the same from every student in 
my class. There should be no difference about who you are. 
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 [I have] the same expectations for every student. 
 And everybody is the same, nobody gets away with it.  
 I treat all my students with the same respect and I don’t allow things 
like race or anything like that to come into it. You know, it’s – that’s 
not an issue for me. 
 I don’t see Indigenous children as any different from Joe Blow next to 
them who is Anglo-Saxon Australian. I think at this school we have a 
strong focus on making sure that happens, no matter the age group or 
the circumstance. 
The issues raised by Noel Pearson (2009) (see also, Section 3.7.2) around the 
appropriateness of Stronger Smarter discourses such as teacher promotion of 
“Indigenous identity”, highlights the discursive tensions and prohibitions that exist 
around race. Many teachers defaulted to the discourse of sameness, even in response 
to direct questioning about Aboriginal students, identity or Stronger Smarter meta-
strategies (see Appendix B). Consider this teacher’s response when asked how she 
felt the Stronger Smarter meta-strategy around Indigenous identity fits with 
educational outcomes:  
Yeah, well I mean we celebrate all children's individuality I think and look 
for different things, try and bring a bit of home into school and things to 
make them feel comfortable.  
An underlying confusion lies beneath this text as the teacher expresses the need to 
understand all children as the same (“we celebrate all children’s individuality”) and 
different (“look for different things”). Note that she describes difference only in 
terms of individual difference. Although she says she tries to “bring a bit of home 
into school” this is only described in the context of individual student difference and 
“comfort”.  
The theme of individuation will be explored further below. However, Haviland 
(2008) argues that colour-blind discourses that reduce difference to individual 
difference are problematic in that they “insulate” white teachers by creating a culture 
of “niceness” that avoids serious critical thinking. That is, discursively constructing 
all students as the same ignores issues of structural racism . The unstated discursive 
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self-censorship that exists for white teachers works to stymie any critical engagement 
with social inequity or white hegemony. 
Colour blind discourses are a powerful and prevalent way in which white 
teachers discursively construct Indigenous students. This discursive prohibition on 
“seeing colour” allows for students to be individuated, and becomes the basis for 
making judgements about individual students. These judgements are frequently 
grounded in terms of “lack”, whereby students are positioned as not meeting 
teachers’ normative expectations against an unmarked, universal norm. 
The literature presented in Chapter Three (e.g., Cochran-Smith, 1995; 
Frankenburg, 1993; Haviland, 2008; Schofield, 2006) demonstrated that colour 
blindness works to insulate white people against any critical engagement with issues 
of inequality and white dominance. Nevertheless the analysis presented in this 
section highlights the pervasive and entrenched nature of colour blind discourses 
amongst white teachers in Australia. The theme of deficit discursive formation of 
students is explored below. 
4.3 DEFICIT CHILDREN  
And just speaking to them, a lot of them do get very late nights and they say 
they haven’t been to bed until 1 a.m. or 2 a.m. because there has been a party 
on or something like that and they’ve not been able to get to sleep or they’ve 
been driven from one place to another in the car and they don’t always get 
the sleep they should get. They often look very tired.  
The observations made by this teacher frame Indigenous students in terms of lack, 
and exemplify the kinds of statements made by many teachers who were interviewed. 
Her language serves to construct Indigenous students as Other: “they say”, “speaking 
to them”, “they’ve been driven from one place to another”, “they don’t always get 
the sleep they should”, “they look tired”. Note that each time she refers to “them”, 
she refers to their lack. The theme of white teachers’ discursive constructions of 
deficit children will be explored in this section. 
The ways in which Indigenous children have historically been positioned as 
deficit (both in Australia and internationally) has been well documented in academic 
literature (e.g., Behrendt, 1996; Gray & Beresford, 2008; Haviland, 2008; Ladson-
Billings, 2006; Langton, 2002; Martin, 2007; Nakata, 1993; Sarra, 2005; Sarra, 
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2008). Despite the literature arguing for the need to address the deficit thinking that 
is prevalent in education (e.g., Sarra, 2011), it was frequently used by teachers as 
they spoke about Indigenous students. In fact, it was a dominant theme in this 
dataset. 33 teachers described student lack during their interviews. In an extension of 
the taboos around race described in Section 4.2, white teachers did not always 
explicitly name Indigeneity, but did indeed construct Indigenous students in 
particular ways, by noting the ways in which they failed to meet normative standards. 
In the following example, the teacher works in a school where Aboriginal children 
move between school and homeland communities: 
We do have a transient issue. A lot of our children, they leave, but they come 
back and then they leave and then they come back. So we have the same 
children but not for the entire year. That makes it hard in terms of planning a 
curriculum for them that they can access. Particularly if you’re doing longer 
term tasks, they miss out on lots of stuff. We work very hard on getting the 
children here on time, because we have had a lot of lateness issues, 
attendance issues. We do have a proportion of children who don’t get fed at 
home. 
Here we see a teacher framing Indigenous students – without being named directly –
as late, transient, unfed, unable to access curriculum and hard to plan for. She frames 
these deficits in terms of the impact on the work of teaching by discussing her 
planning dilemmas (“makes it hard to plan”) and other efforts to remediate (“we 
work very hard at getting the children here on time”). Despite the ways that students 
are variously described as lacking, it is interesting that there is an avoidance of words 
that name students as Indigenous. Haviland (2008) argues that avoiding particular 
words is a way of marking oneself out as a “good” white. In this case, we see the 
colour blind prohibition on the naming of Indigeneity, but no discursive prohibition 
on naming a list of student (and community) deficits. It could be argued that in the 
context of an interview the non-naming of Indigenous students might be expected. 
However, in the example above, the teacher was asked, “what are some of the 
challenges at this point?” “These sorts of kids” is a term that exists beyond the 
boundaries of the schools in which the teachers interviewed as part of this dataset 
work. Statements about “these kids” often refer to groups who are discursively 
formed as problematic, disadvantaged and deviant from “normal kids” (for example, 
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see Thomson, 2002). Across the dataset there were many instances of teachers 
describing the ways in which “these kids” are deficient: 
So they need… those sort of kids need a lot of support and I would like… so 
now I'm thinking over the junior campuses, some programmes for students 
who just can't seem to be part of a normal classroom. They don't have the 
behavioural skills. That they just wreck so many lessons. The way teachers 
are just focused on trying to control kids rather than teach things.  
Here we see “these kids” being compared directly to students who are part of a 
“normal classroom”. This discourse classifies “these kids” as having broken the 
boundaries of acceptable behaviour, which positions them as not able to be part of 
“the normal”. Classifying students as behaviourally disordered allows them to 
become the recognisable objects of discourse, which produces a particular kind of 
power. Constructing students as problem makes them visible, and therefore able to 
be surveilled and controlled. Foucault (1982, p. 220) described the exercise of power 
as “guiding the possibility of conduct, and putting in order the possible outcome”. 
The discursive formation of deficit Indigenous students who “don’t have the 
behavioural skills” and who “wreck lessons” creates limited possibilities for 
teachers: the teachers at the junior campus have only one possibility, described as 
“just focuss[ing] on trying to control the kids”. The possibilities for students are also 
limited to “being controlled”. Alternative readings of this text might consider the 
nature of students’ resistance to power, and the ways in which “these school” 
subjects are challenging normative expectations. However this text is read, we see 
that power is exercised in the daily life of teachers and students. The productive 
nature of power and teachers’ accounts of their work with Indigenous students is 
discussed in detail in Chapter Five. I now turn to a discussion of the normalisation of 
Indigenous students. 
4.4 NORMALISATION OF INDIGENOUS STUDENTS 
In Discipline and punish (1975/1995), Foucault describes normalisation as a modern 
disciplinary system that is concerned with failures to live by or reach taken-for-
granted societal norms. Although the norm can tolerate diversity, sometimes even 
explicitly promoting diversity, normalisation ostracises those who are considered to 
be outside the bounds of normality (Caputo & Yount, 1993; Foucault, 1975/1995). 
Those who are judged as not meeting standards are therefore “deviant” and “other” 
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(Foucault, 1975/1995, pp. 299-300). This section explores the ways that teachers 
compare Indigenous students to normative standards; and to normalise students by 
using “dividing practices” to objectivise across classifications such as academic 
achievement, school attendance, self-esteem, “engagement”, behaviour and even 
family life. Recall that the majority of Indigenous students in Australia attend 
schools that are both physically and discursively white (see Chapter Three). 
The disciplinary power that exists in systems of surveillance (such as schools) 
provides opportunities for normalising judgements to be made. This process makes it 
possible for teachers to individualise, to measure gaps, and to differentiate according 
to the norm. 21 teachers across the dataset made normalising judgements. For 
example, one teacher described the town in which her school is located: 
Teacher  
I think this town is very much a middle-class white town and I… and it's a 
very conservative town and I think if you're a little bit outside the norm then 
it's probably very difficult to fit in. 
Interviewer 
How would you describe outside the norm? 
Teacher 
Not middle class and white. So…however, our Indigenous population here 
seem to just meld really well. There's no conflict, there's no issues; you go to 
some places and it's the total opposite.  
In this case, the norm is explicitly described as “white and middle class”. She 
describes normative, non-deviant Indigenous communities as those who have 
reformed themselves to “fit in” with white, middle-class Australia: “they meld really 
well”. The towns where there is conflict are “the total opposite” – in other words, 
these communities have not “reformed themselves” to fit within dominant white 
norms. Indigenous children are similarly constructed in terms of difference from (and 
deviance from) normative standards. This teacher at a provincial primary school said 
that: 
Like, often we have community circle in the morning, and the amount of 
times you hear, you know, I’ve done this and this and this for my sister, and 
I’m thinking you’re just a kid yourself. You know, you should be the one out 
having fun sort of thing.  
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Here we see the “normal child” as discursively constructed as one who is “out having 
the fun”. This discourse places those who stray beyond the invisible boundary of 
what constitutes an ordinary “kid” as deviant from the norm. Depending on the 
taken-for-granted norms around childhood, the teacher might just have well as 
described the Indigenous student as a responsible student engaged in the socially 
constructive behaviour who had “done this or that for [her] sister”. Instead, her 
normalising gaze focussed on the ways in which her Indigenous students deviated 
from the norm. This focus on lack is consistent with the analysis presented above. 
There were many ways in which teachers described Indigenous students as 
outside normative boundaries even when they were engaged in positive social 
behaviour. A binary is created in which students either meet or do not meet 
normative standards. The positioning of Indigenous students as other means it is 
almost impossible for them to become part of the “norm”. In the following example, 
a teacher constructs a binary between “successful” and “low achieving” Indigenous 
students. The goal of teaching becomes the reformation of “those [low achieving] 
kids”: He says that: 
…we often have very successful Indigenous students and then we have… so 
we have the high achievers and then we have the low achieving band. So it's 
to reinforce with those kids to bring that lower group up into the middle. We 
often don't have anyone in the middle. They're either high achievers or 
they're low.  
In this account Indigenous students are either failing to reach normative standards, or 
exceeding them (“in the high achieving band”). A distinctive feature of disciplinary 
control is its concern with what people have not done in terms of the failure to reach 
“required” standards. Correcting deviant behaviour is an accepted part of the 
business of schools and other modern disciplinary systems (Gutting, 2011). Foucault 
described disciplinary apparatus such as schools as focussed on reforming all aspects 
of an individual in order to meet the taken-for-granted normative standards of society 
(Foucault, 1975/1995, p. 235). In schools, the “teacher-judge” has a “universal reign” 
on which the normative is based (p. 304). Here we see a teacher working to correct 
deficit students who have not reached “required” standards. Despite the focus on 
reforming the “low” group “up to the middle”, there is seemingly no possibility for 
Indigenous students to become part of that middle (“we often don’t have anyone in 
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the middle”). Again we see Indigenous students who are discursively positioned 
using a binary that excludes them from being constituted as part of the norm, even 
when engaging in positive social behaviour (“very successful Indigenous students”). 
The analysis in this section has demonstrated the frequency with which 
Indigenous students are compared against the taken-for-granted truths and social 
norms of white teachers. The process of normalisation occurred within the non-
neutral process of individuating the “Other” according to white teachers’ taken-for-
granted truths about what is acceptable. This positioning privileges the normalcy of 
whiteness, and discursively forms Indigenous students as deviant others, even when 
they were engaging in what might have been described as positive social behaviour. 
This positioning of Indigenous students as “outside the bounds of normal” sits 
comfortably with the deficit construction of Indigenous students described above. 
The ways in which teachers draw upon normalising discourses when accounting for 
their own decision making will be explored further in Chapter Five.  
4.5 PATHOLOGISATION OF BEHAVIOUR  
The evolution of clinical psychology as a discipline has produced powerful 
discourses in schools that are reminiscent of Foucauldian disciplinary techniques 
such as surveillance, observation, examination and measurement. These kinds of 
dividing practices, based on individuation and normalisation, allow for the 
pathologisation of student behaviour. According to Rose (1996), the quantification, 
individuation and pathologisation of students resulting from the 
teacher’s/psychologist’s gaze allows for the establishment of what constitutes 
normality. Pathologising discourses in education allow teachers to point towards 
individual/internal factors such as developmental delay and self-esteem to explain 
student failure, rather than structural or systemic factors. A small number of teachers 
(6) used medical pathogolisation when speaking about students. One teacher 
describes her use of data to diagnose weaknesses: 
… see your social and emotional skills, there are weaknesses in that area 
are… the kids who have our biggest behaviour issues have really poor social 
and emotional skills. Really immature emotionally. We see it's before 
schooling because we've got the AEDI data …. the Australian Early 
Development Index. So they screened all the five year olds, pre-primary 
children, looking at different domains and 40 to 50 percent of our kids were 
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either at risk or vulnerable in all domains. So they're coming… there's 
evidence there that says they’re coming to school really weak in these areas. 
If we don’t try and… we can close the gap with literacy and numeracy, but if 
we’re not closing the gap with those other areas, they're not going to be 
making significant gains. I just… behaviour issues, once they hit junior 
primary, can become so overwhelming that it impacts academic… 
The Australian Education Development Index measures children’s health and 
development using data collected by teachers (Commonwealth of Australia, n.d.). 
Data is collected nationwide on all Australian children in their first formal year of 
schooling. Here we see the data collected by teachers for the AEDI being used by a 
teacher to pathologise deficit. AEDI data is used as a way to reframe talk – for 
example this teacher has a false start as she begins by saying “So they’re coming [to 
school]” before starting again, this time using the AEDI data to justify that “there is 
evidence that they are coming to school really weak…” Haviland (2008) describes 
“false starts” as a discursive strategy in which white speakers make “instant editings” 
in order to protect themselves from critique (p. 45). After providing the diagnostic 
pathologsiation of deficit, she returns to the kinds of deficit formations of students 
discussed in Section 4.3 (“behaviour issues”). 
Medical pathologisation has seemingly become a common-sense way of some 
teachers talking about Indigenous students. At another school, a teacher says that: 
So there's a lady – an OT – who's now doing a FASD [Foetal Alcohol 
Spectrum Disorder] study. She was a part of our network and so she had 
some really good… like I could pick her brain a lot on development delay 
and those kinds of ideas and issues… Well we don't know the extent of it, 
but I believe it is a problem. It's like, hopefully [they’ll] work out what 
percentage of the population, and they should have a better idea of how 
common it is. Also looking at team assessments… so they’re looking at how 
to better assess and diagnose and identify, that kind of thing.  
In this case, the teacher is not aware “of the extent of it” yet “believes it is a 
problem”. Again we see a teacher for whom pathologising and diagnosing (despite 
no medical diagnosis) is an important way of knowing Indigenous students. I now 
turn to the most common way in which teachers pathologised deficit: as a “self-
esteem problem”. 
  
Chapter 4: Who are “these kids”? 73 
4.5.1 The self-esteem “problem”: The shy and shamed child 
Ladson-Billings (2006) has described the increasing individuation and 
pathologisation within western culture with the rise of the so-called “self-esteem” 
problem that has also become a common sense way for teachers to speak about 
students who are different from themselves (p. 105). . The Stronger Smarter meta-
strategies around “embracing a positive sense of identity” and “high expectations” 
may enable and confirm these kinds of discursive practices. It is unsurprising that the 
majority of teachers (27 out of 34) talked about the “problem” of student self-esteem, 
with a focus on shyness. Teachers point to individual students as the source of the 
problem: students are described as lacking self-esteem in various ways, and are 
personally accountable for overcoming these deficits, with some teachers giving 
accounts of the assistance they have provided themselves. Teachers predominately 
accounted for failure in terms of individual lack rather than demonstrating complex 
understandings of systemic failures of governments, policies, society or schools in 
explaining Indigenous student failure.  
The reliance on individual pathologised explanations underpinned by using 
psychological paradigms was a frequent theme (27 out of 34 teachers made 
statements about student confidence and self-esteem). In particular, teachers 
frequently described students who were deficit in terms of self-esteem as being 
“shamed”. For example, teachers said that: 
 It’s the shame stuff, but again the confidence as well.  
 I’ve thought often, I have asked her but she’s quite shy to perhaps talk 
on parade.  
 … they should be proud of their culture and proud of who they are.  
The implication of needing to “get over this shame thing” is the normative 
assumption that students should “feel proud”. In conjunction with the normalising 
truths around self-esteem, teachers make psychological diagnoses, and frequently 
call for individuated Indigenous students to “get over this shame thing”: 
I think they need to respect who they are first of all, get over this shame 
thing and realise that their identity is important to the school, that it is 
valued. That they should feel proud of it.  
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The literature (for example, see Ladson-Billings, 2006) supports the prevalence of 
this kind of discourse within schools, in which “culture becomes the catch-all that 
teachers point towards and blame for anything which they are unable to explain”  
(p. 105).  
Shields (2004, p. 112) argues that beyond medical and psychological 
pathologisation, pathologising “denotes a process of treating differences as deficits, a 
process that locates the responsibility for school success in the lived experiences of 
children rather than situating responsibility in the education system itself”. I return to 
Bishop’s (2007, 2008) argument that deficit constructions of Indigenous students 
position students and families as responsible for lack, and teachers as without 
agency. The discursive formation families and communities as lacking will be 
explored further in Chapter Six.  
4.6 THE EXCEPTIONAL OTHER 
According to van Dijk (1989), majority group members – in this case white teachers 
– will have negative range of beliefs about minorities, and will use a range of 
strategies to justify and legitimate their opinions. One of these strategies is the 
discursive formation of the “exceptional Other” or role model. Whilst individuating 
Indigenous students to discursively form the “exceptional Other”, teachers frequently 
make statements that position these individuals as an exception-to-the-(deficit)-rule. 
17 out of 34 teachers either used individual students as exceptional others, or talked 
about the importance of role models as exceptions to the deficit-rule. For example, 
one teacher said: 
Yeah, you see Josh wearing the uniform all the time. It’s not just the tee shirt 
it’s the formal uniform, you know with the grey pants, long pants. He 
models that really well and he is really proud of who he is and he is really 
proud of the role that he plays at the school and he is proud to be part of the 
school which is good. 
I think a lot of these Indigenous kids don’t feel proud. They don’t feel part of 
the school. They just feel that they have been shoved in here and they don’t 
feel part of it, whereas Josh is saying, “yes I’m proud of the school and I’m 
proud to be part of the school,” and he models his formal uniform really 
well. 
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Yeah, he doesn’t go around making funny noises or wagging class and all 
that sort of stuff...  
In this case, the exceptional individual Josh is discursively formed as the exceptional 
“good” student – the one who “wears the formal uniform really well” and “doesn’t 
make funny noises or wag class”. The positioning of Josh as the “good” Indigenous 
student creates a binary whereby the majority of Indigenous students are contrasted 
with Josh. For example, where Josh is “proud”, the remainder of Indigenous students 
“don’t feel proud”; Josh feels part of the school where other Indigenous students 
don’t feel part of the school. In other words, Josh is an anomaly; an exception to the 
deficit-rule. After contrasting the exception (Josh) and the rule (these Indigenous 
kids), the teacher makes the statement that “he is fitting in really well” – presumably 
with the wider (white) student body. That is, Josh is the exception in that he meets 
the normative expectations of the school. 
Foucault (1980, p. 154) wrote that “there is no need for weapons, physical 
violence, material consequence. Just a gaze”. Using a congratulatory, rather than 
punitive panoptic gaze is effective because it  produces positive object lessons 
(Caputo & Yount, 1993, p. 133). Exceptional Others were used as positive object 
lessons by white teachers. 
Yeah, in both and also self-esteem, assertiveness, you know, stuff that all 
children will go through. You can see some changes with them if you can tap 
into something that's a connection with them and start to build on that, you 
can actually see them building within themselves. Their strength grows, they 
grow as a person. A great example is the little quiet lad you saw in here… 
I've talked about… who does the art… He's a great example, because this kid 
now comes to school regularly. He's keen, he comes here early, he wants to 
get his assignments done. He's one of the only students I know who gets an 
assignment and goes, “I've just got an assignment, can we get a start?” Of all 
students, not just Aboriginal. 
Again we see the “good” student (one who is assertive, comes to school regularly, 
completes assignments) as an exception. This student becomes the positive object 
lesson for both himself, and for others. This one exceptional case is positioned as 
having reformed from the shy Aboriginal student to the confident, keen, well-
attending student who is eager to undertake school assignments. Interestingly, the 
teacher takes some credit for his success saying that “if you can tap into something 
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that’s a connection with them and start to build on that you see them building within 
themselves”. 
For white teachers, there are a range of truths – truths about what makes a good 
teacher, a good school, and a good Indigenous student. Non-Indigenous Australians 
“know” Indigenous Australians, by conceptualising them as “Other”. Phillips (2012, 
p. 16) argues that although this difference can be positive or negative, both ways of 
knowing “the Other” (rather than “knowing ourselves”), including the exceptional 
Other, can serve to reinforce the dominating culture: 
It's sometimes about real life stories what we listen to and not so much 
statistics, looking at graphs. That's all great but to actually say you know 
your cousin – a lot of them know each other – is going off to work in a bank 
and has done a school-based apprenticeship or whatever. All of that real life 
success stories, they're the things that you don't hear all the time. 
Again, we see a binary division between Indigenous students as role models (“your 
cousin… going off to work in a bank”) who are the exception to the (deficit) rule and 
the majority of Indigenous students (“they’re the things you don’t hear all the time”). 
Van Dijk (1993, pp. 263-264) argues that the use of exceptions is a strategic 
discursive practice that emphasises the “typical”, in this case the deficit Indigenous 
student who presumably doesn’t go on to work. Interestingly, in this statement, the 
jobs “that you don’t hear all the time” as “real life stories” are both vocational 
(working in a bank; school based apprenticeship), and do not require university 
entrance.  
The discursive formation of exceptional Others as an object lesson is also part 
of school texts (visual, written and oral): 
When the OPs first started, there was an Indigenous student got an OP 2 and 
that was just plastered everywhere. Indigenous boy, OP 2, studying medicine 
and that went all around the town. 
Yeah, a lot of Indigenous kids actually were inspired by that, just that 
promotion to say okay we’ve got an Indigenous… there’s one of us who has 
been recognised as an OP student. He is doing medicine and that he feels 
proud of what he has achieved. 
This individual Indigenous boy who achieved academic success now becomes an 
object lesson – both as an academic role model (“OP 2 and studying medicine”), and 
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a self-esteem role model (“he feels proud”) for Indigenous students (“we’ve got an 
Indigenous…there’s one of us”).  
Even when Indigenous students were exceptions, this sometimes created 
discursive tensions. For example, the following teacher describes a student who has 
completed a traineeship as part of school-based vocational education: 
Her family which is half the school you know it’s an Indigenous school, I 
mean they are so proud of her. The family are so proud of her you know all 
her relatives .... you know they’re so proud of her. But it’s just trying to get 
her to have the confidence to perhaps relay her message. I’ve thought about 
it a lot. 
This teacher struggles to understand what to do with the pathologised “shy” but 
exceptional Other. She cannot become an object lesson for others since she lacks 
confidence to “relay her message”, presumably to other Indigenous students. Her 
formation across a number of grids of specificity (school training; employment; self-
esteem) allows her to be positioned in a way that makes her both the exception to the 
deficit rule (“so proud of her”) as well as part of the deficit rule. (“doesn’t have the 
confidence).  
This section has analysed teachers’ construction of some Indigenous students 
as to the deficit positioning that is applied to the majority of students. These 
exceptional others were typically used as object lessons, and to reinforce the 
positioning of most students as not meeting normative standards.  
This is not to say that all teachers spoke about Indigenous students using colour 
blind or deficit discourses all the time. There were examples of disruptions to these 
dominant ways of speaking throughout the dataset. These will be discussed in the 
following section.  
4.7 A WHOLE NEW GAME 
The range of discursive practices described above positioned Indigenous students 
simultaneously as the same and different. Colour blind discourses constructed 
Indigenous students as “the same as everyone else” but allowed individual students 
to be positioned as deficit. Students were frequently positioned as failing to reach 
normative ideals, even in the case of positive social behaviour. Individuals who were 
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exceptions-to-the-deficit-rule not only exemplified the deficit-rule but also became 
object lessons for other Indigenous students.  
Recall that teachers in this sample worked in Stronger Smarter schools, which 
had specific meta-strategies including the requirement to: “acknowledge, embrace 
and develop a positive sense of Indigenous identity in schools” (SSLC, 2012b) (also 
see Appendix B). Given this requirement to promote Indigenous identity, it is 
unsurprising that there was evidence of a disruption to dominant colour blind 
discourses. Some teachers used the interview to reflect on their knowledge and shifts 
in discursive practices. 13 teachers described their reflections and changing 
understandings. For example, when asked about working with Indigenous students 
this teacher said that: 
It would basically – someone who identifies as an Indigenous person or 
asked to be treated as an Indigenous person because I found that out just 
recently when a student or parent asked not to be identified. So that’s what it 
means to me. I’ve got a basic understanding of different terms and things 
that are new. 
For many white teachers, talking openly about Indigenous students is indeed 
something “new”. New practices and discursive repertoires in schools are emerging 
from a colour blind perspective after a long history in Australian schools. Whilst 
there may have been a disruption to colour blind discourses, there is seemingly no 
counter-narrative or discursive repertoire that has emerged to replace colour 
blindness. This teacher says that she has “a basic understanding of different terms 
and things that are new”. Another teacher said that: 
When I heard I was celebrating NAIDOC Week most people have not even, 
and I’ve not even heard – I hadn’t heard of NAIDOC Week. I thought, what 
is it? This was 10 years ago. I have been to quite a few schools obviously in 
the 25-30 years, and this is the first school that’s actually recognised 
Aboriginal identity. 
This is a significant statement. For this teacher the discursive recognition of 
Indigenous people (via NAIDOC day and the recognition of Aboriginal identity) is 
occurring for the first time in thirty years of teaching practice. As outlined in 
previous chapters, and exemplified by this statement, colour blind discourses and 
approaches have dominated for many years. The commentary and intertextuality 
  
Chapter 4: Who are “these kids”? 79 
between older colour blind discourses and new discourses is discussed by another 
teacher: 
Like I'd always thought, you know when somebody would say to me, how 
many Aboriginal kids have you got in your class, and I'd go, well I don't 
know. I used to think that was a good thing, but now I've realised it's not a 
good thing, and I need to know that, and I need to know where they come 
from. So it opened up another side there. 
I've got to acknowledge where they came from. I hadn't specifically done 
that before, I'd just included them with everything else – everyone else…. I 
thought that was what I was supposed to be doing and then it was suddenly 
like it's okay to acknowledge… 
This teacher spoke about the disruption to the old, colour blind way of speaking (“I 
used to think that was a good thing”) and the new way of speaking (“suddenly, like, 
it’s okay to acknowledge”). The prohibitions have been lifted, and some teachers see 
a need to move beyond the old discursive repertoire. Teachers who have been pushed 
out of a discursive comfort zone might be seen to be at a crossroad in terms of the 
opportunity to either build a new discursive repertoire, or slip back into the dominant 
discourses described above. This theme will be described in the next section. 
4.7.1 Teachers at a discursive crossroads 
This shift away from colour blindness has led to contradictions for some teachers 
between what cannot be said (historical taboos around race) and what must be said. 
17 teachers described having acquired new knowledge or understandings that 
differed from previously held colour blind assumptions. For these teachers, the 
disruption might indicate that “the order of things” (Foucault, 1970b) is changing. 
Whilst the historical a priori may have been disrupted, the result for some teachers is 
an awkwardness when asked about Indigenous students. While teachers may 
acknowledge that a new way of speaking is needed, they may not yet have developed 
a language to replace the old repertoire. For example, when talking about Indigenous 
students, one teacher said that: 
I guess it builds on their own identity, their own feelings, but also where 
they fit into Indigenous culture. So, I don’t know, I guess if at home they’re 
practising Indigenous culture as well, whereas I – I know I can only assume, 
but it’s like anything. I guess if you’re not immersed in a particular culture 
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and you’re just – you know you’re Aboriginal but you’re not culturally 
practising a different Aboriginal cultural things – I’m sorry, this is not a 
good answer... 
Despite her attempts to acknowledge Indigenous students as cultural beings (“where 
they fit into Indigenous culture”), this teacher has difficulty finding the right words. 
Highlighting this lack of knowledge, the teacher states that “I can only assume”, and 
suggests that there are “culturally practising Aboriginal” people – as if some 
Aboriginal people are authentic, practising Aboriginal people, whilst others are not. 
This understanding fits neatly with cultural constructions of Indigenous cultures as 
static “remnants” of the past. This theme will be explored further in Section 6.5. At 
no point does she give any indication as to what a “culturally practising Aboriginal” 
person might be. On reflection, she apologises, acknowledging that “this is not a 
good answer”. Other teachers also openly acknowledged that their existing repertoire 
was insufficient. One teacher said: 
Yeah because my whole life I have not – I've been a teacher my – for 30 odd 
years but there's not been a lot of Aboriginal training. When it was brought 
up it was, “oh how do we deal with this?” 
One again, we see an experienced teacher reflecting on the discursive shift, and the 
need to create new knowledge and discourses. Here we also see the emergence of a 
new field that this teacher calls “Aboriginal training”. What this might be is unclear; 
however after 30 years, she reflects, “how do we deal with this?” 
With the mandated requirement to “embed Aboriginal perspectives” as part of 
the new Australian Curriculum, as well as policy directions influenced by programs 
such as the Eight Ways of Aboriginal Learning (Yunkaporta, n.d.) and SSLC, 
teachers’ discursive repertoires have indeed been disrupted, and they are now 
required by institutions to acknowledge Indigeneity. The understanding of what can 
and cannot be said is complex, and teachers have reflected upon their new 
understandings. For example, one teacher described a conversation with an 
Aboriginal Education Worker: 
Indigenous, that's an interesting word, isn’t it, because I know at Stronger 
Smarter they always talk Indigenous. I think here we tend to talk Aboriginal. 
One of the ladies I was dealing with who is Aboriginal… and I think I used 
the word Indigenous in a conversation, or to her or something. She said I 
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will not acknowledge that. I'm Aboriginal. I'm not Indigenous. Then it 
actually made me think of oh, that's a whole new game, isn’t it.  
Here we see another teacher at a discursive crossroad: old, naming practices are 
being challenged, but what might replace them? In reflecting on her conversation 
with an Aboriginal woman, she has reflected on the need for new ways of speaking: 
“it’s a whole new game, isn’t it?”  
4.7.2 The disruption of dominant discourses 
I now draw attention to another instance of dominant teacher discourse being 
disrupted. The following discussion highlights the confusion experienced by a 
teacher when the colour blind prohibitions around race are disrupted. The disruption 
of long held deficit assumptions may leave open a space for a new discursive 
repertoire to emerge. For example, this teacher says: 
There are so many different styles of teaching and all you have to do is 
change your style of teaching and you have included students that you 
haven’t done before. So the white European standing up in front of the 
classroom and we are just delivering content and everything that we know is 
gospel and that we are telling them that we know all the answers is just pure 
delivery of fact. It just doesn’t cut it for some kids. We have got to change 
that.  
This teacher’s talk is different from the dominant discourses described above, in that 
the students are not described as individually “lacking” or “the same”. This teacher 
not only describes students as different, but goes on to offer a reflective insight on 
her own pedagogical choices, saying that “it doesn’t cut it….we have got to change 
that”. That is, there is an acknowledgement of his own responsibility as a teacher and 
an accompanying sense of agency – in this case it is teachers who need to change.  
4.8 SUMMARY 
White teachers in this dataset described Indigenous students variously as the same 
and as different. Whilst teachers frequently used a colour blind lens, arguing that “all 
students are the same”, they frequently individuated, pathologised and discursively 
formed students in terms of their deviance from normative standards. Students were 
too shy, too shamed, unable to participate in lessons. Some individual students were 
constructed as role models who were the exception to the deficit-rule.  
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Nevertheless, there remains evidence of a disruption to the historical a priori. 
While there is little evidence of any significant shift away from deficit discourses, 
there is evidence that taboos around race have been disrupted in at least some 
instances. The pathologisation and “make them proud” discursive commentaries on 
Stronger Smarter discourses provide a comfortable way of teachers breaking colour 
blind taboos yet still speaking based on assumptions that are grounded in deficit. 
Nevertheless there are also many instances in which we saw teachers struggling to go 
beyond the discursive prohibitions that exist around race.  
This chapter was framed around the research sub-question: How do white 
teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous students? (Or, “Who are 
these kids?”). In order to answer the research question, I examined the ways in which 
white teachers spoke about Indigenous students. This chapter has demonstrated the 
prevalence with which teachers used colour blind discourses that construct 
Indigenous students as “the same as everyone else”. I then discussed the frequency 
with which teachers positioned Indigenous students as lacking. Teachers 
individuated and pathologised Indigenous students using normalising judgements to 
describe the ways in which they deviated from taken-for-granted norms (of 
behaviour, or academic achievement and of self-esteem). In comparing students with 
normative ideals, there was often limited possibility for Indigenous students to 
become part of the norm. In some cases teachers discursively formed Indigenous 
students as the “exceptional Other” – those who were the exception to the deficit-rule 
– and used these students as object lessons. While there were instances where the 
colour blind discursive taboos around race had been disrupted, many white teachers 
either remained colour blind, or were yet to develop a new discursive repertoire.  
4.8.1 Personal reflection 
Analysing the ways in which white teachers spoke about Indigenous students 
produced all kinds of emotions for me as a white researcher, and former teacher. At 
times I felt my own whiteness hindered my ability to critically analyse what teachers 
had to say, and so returning to Foucault and Critical Race Theory was important. At 
those moments, I could hear myself as a former teacher, in the words of the teachers 
who were speaking. I understood the complexity, difficulty and daily grind of being a 
teacher. I related to the ethical dilemmas around what I as a white teacher could or 
should say. At other times, I felt shocked at teachers’ words, and a sense of 
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hopelessness for Indigenous students attending “these schools”. Throughout the 
analytic process, I reminded myself that as a white researcher, it was important to 
consider each text carefully, looking for statements and truths that I might otherwise 
“take for granted”. This was especially important in analysing data for this research 
sub-question, since teachers’ discursive formation of students is so pivotal to the 
ways in which teachers described what it is that they “do” with Indigenous students. 
In Chapter Five, I will analyse the ways that teachers talk about the 
pedagogical and curriculum decisions that they report making given their 
understandings of who it is that they are teaching – the Indigenous students described 
above. 
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Chapter 5: What do I do with “these kids”? 
Since their first intrusive gaze, colonising cultures have had a preoccupation 
with observing, analysing, studying, classifying and labelling "aborigines" 
and Aboriginality. Under that gaze Aboriginality changed from being a daily 
practice to being "a problem to be solved". 
– M. Dodson (1994, p. 3) 
Former Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter is guided by the second research sub-question: How do white teachers 
account for their own pedagogical choices when working with Indigenous students? 
(Or, “What do I do with them?”). I begin by exploring how discursive prohibitions 
around race and the language of sameness allows teachers to both “do nothing” and 
“treat everyone the same”. The next section analyses how the deficit and 
pathologising discourses described in Chapter Four leads teachers to particular 
choices, such as the deployment of compensatory pedagogies. I then examine 
teachers’ use of educational discourses and pedagogical language, including 
examining the importance of the surveillance and documentation of Indigenous 
students. Finally, I provide an example of one teacher who describes his attempts to 
implement an alternative “anti-racist” pedagogy in his classroom.  
5.2 COLOUR BLIND PEDAGOGIES 
5.2.1 Do no harm… do nothing  
The combination of discursive prohibitions around race and colour-blind truths that 
exist for teachers (see Chapter Four) are important when teachers’ account for their 
own pedagogical practice. Since all students are presumed to be the same, the logic 
of colour blind pedagogies is that they should all be treated in the same way. As has 
been described extensively in academic literature, colour blind pedagogies are 
problematic in that they render power relations invisible (e.g., Apple, 1993; Gray & 
Beresford, 2008; Leonardo, 2011). A decade and a half ago, Cochran-Smith (1995) 
argued that colour blindness is mistaken as “educational equity” by some teachers, 
despite being deeply dysfunctional (p. 494). Nevertheless, the teacher talk within this 
 86 Chapter 5: What do I do with “these kids”? 
dataset frequently used the colour blind positioning of students as justification for 
engaging in colour blind pedagogies, described as pedagogies of equity. 23 teachers 
described their pedagogies with statements that were based on colour blind 
assumptions. As one teacher said, “I do the very best for every child I’ve got”. There 
were many examples of teachers’ descriptions of pedagogies of sameness across the 
dataset. Other comments such as “to be honest it is the same as my whole program” 
typify the responses of teachers when asked directly about how they worked with 
Indigenous students. One teacher said that: 
Interviewer 
What are some of the strategies on the classroom pedagogy that you found to 
be particularly useful in engaging Aboriginal students? 
Teacher 
Well it’s really all of the children.  
Recall that these interviews were conducted in SSLC schools which explicitly 
required teachers to build a “positive sense of Indigenous identity” (see Appendix B). 
Nevertheless, teachers self-censored, sometimes within the same sentence, when 
asked about how they worked with Indigenous students. One teacher begins by 
talking specifically about Indigenous students, before censoring herself to once again 
construct “the universal child”: 
We need to find out where we are failing them and we need to… and they 
are no different to anyone else.  
In this case, the teacher also shifts from a statement around teacher agency in that 
“we [presumably teachers and schools] need to find out where we are failing them” 
before moving away from this statement back towards the construction of the 
“universal child” (Riggins, 1997). The prohibitions around race are very real for 
teachers, as they struggle to understand what can and cannot be said and done by 
white teachers. Talking directly about pedagogies for Indigenous students was 
beyond the discursive repertoire of many teachers, who describe their lack of 
understanding and knowledge, and fear of making politically-incorrect choices. It 
was often easier “just not to do it”: 
I think we were frightened off though. There was a certain point in time, like 
when we went to uni or college you did a unit on Aboriginals and then it got 
to the stage where you were almost a little bit worried about teaching about 
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the Aboriginal culture because probably we didn’t know enough about it. 
We didn’t know much and it’s very easy to say the wrong thing. Then it was 
easier just to not do it.  
This passage demonstrates a keen awareness around what cannot be said (“it is very 
easy to say the wrong thing”), and the self-prohibition that occurs because it is more 
comfortable not to disrupt old discourses (“easier just not to do it”). Other teachers 
did make attempts to describe how they might make pedagogical choices when 
working with Indigenous students. According to Phillips (2011, p. 142) “the sense of 
being ‘scared’ to talk about Indigenous content may be explained in part by the 
disruption that occurs when the speaker begins to connect and participate, rather than 
being a ‘disconnected observer’”. This discomfort, and the ongoing discursive 
prohibition around Indigenous content were clearly a part of classroom practice, with 
one teacher describing how she takes steps to “avoid situations where you don’t want 
it to go down the wrong way”: 
Teacher 
It would have to mean to me that you'd understand where the students were 
coming from. So how they look at the world and interpret things as opposed 
to how others may do it, may look at it and interpret and being aware of that. 
Knowing how that interpretation might take place, take steps to avoid 
situations where you don't want it to go down the wrong way. I'm not saying 
that very well. 
Interviewer 
Okay. Is there anything in particular – an example you'd give me there. 
Teacher 
I'm not thinking of anything in particular. 
Interviewer 
Got you. So taking steps to prevent it from going the wrong way. So... 
Teacher 
Be interpreted the wrong way so... 
This teacher was reflecting on what it meant to work specifically with Indigenous 
students. She describes the need to self-censor in order to ensure that Indigenous 
students do not “look at it" [teacher pedagogy] and “interpret it” in ways that are 
unintended. Being sensitive to Indigenous students means avoiding situations where 
discourse “could go down the wrong way”. It is interesting that the teacher describes 
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a hypothetical situation, and the risk of unintended negative consequences, yet when 
asked for an example says, “I’m not thinking of anything in particular”. Haviland 
(2008) describes the use of rhetorical language as a strategy that creates a position of 
comfort for the white speaker, and which silences any opportunity for critical 
discussion of race. 
For others, the prohibitions that exist around race serve to create a form of 
colour blindness that makes removes any possibility of discussing the pedagogical 
implications of race. When asked about having high expectations for Indigenous 
students, some teachers skirted around the issue, diverting conversation away from 
the ways they work with Indigenous students. In the following extract, three teachers 
in a focus group were asked how they worked with Indigenous students; specifically 
what it meant to have “high expectations” for Indigenous students. (Recall that 
having high expectations for Indigenous students was a Stronger Smarter meta-
strategy. See Appendix B). A male and female teacher in a group discuss this issue: 
Researcher 
Having high expectations… how does that translate here? 
Female Teacher 
I don’t know. That’s a hard one.  
Male Teacher 
Well, we always have high expectations.  
Female Teacher 
Yeah. I hope we do.  
Male Teacher 
I think we do.  
Female Teacher 
I think we do.  
Male Teacher 
And I think everyone has high expectations for every child too, do you know 
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Between these teachers, there was nothing substantive to be said about the ways in 
which they worked with Indigenous students. There is no evidence that the discourse 
around high expectations has led teachers to engage in reflection on positioning of 
Indigenous students as deficit, or the historical lowering of expectations and 
possibilities of schooling, as described in Chapter Three (Section 3.1). There is also a 
total silence on what the Stronger Smarter requirement to have “high expectations” 
for Indigenous students might look like in a classroom. Instead, both teachers who 
spoke reverted to colour blind pedagogies, saying that, “I think everyone has high 
expectations for every child”. It is interesting to note that in almost every case, 
teachers had been asked directly about how they worked with Indigenous students in 
particular. When asked specifically about working with Indigenous students, and 
acknowledging Indigenous perspectives, one teacher said that: 
The things that I think make Australia more Australian, to be the best 
country in the safest most prosperous environment that we can be, requires 
me to value and work with every other Australian to deliver that. So from 
that point of view, it's just as important to value everybody's contribution, 
whether they're a child, or whether they're an adult, whether they're a 
teenager, whether they're male or whether they're female, whether they're 
identified as Indigenous or not.  
Although asked directly about working with Indigenous students, this teacher very 
nearly refused to see race as a category: he described the importance of sameness 
across classifications including age (child vs. adult vs. teenager) and gender (male vs. 
female), before naming Indigeneity. Interestingly, Indigeneity is named in terms of 
organisational and systemic understandings of whether “they identify or not”. This 
interchange reflects not only the uncertainty that exists when discussing the taboo 
subject of Indigeneity, but also the default position of sameness seen in Chapter 
Four.  
In the following extract, a teacher was asked specifically about how she 
worked with Aboriginal students, and how she understood the Stronger Smarter 
meta-strategy of “embracing Aboriginal identity”: 
Interviewer 
What does it mean to embrace a positive sense of Aboriginal identity? 
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Teacher 
I think it – for me it's got a lot to do with identity. What was the question 
again? 
Interviewer 
What does it mean to embrace a positive sense of Aboriginal identity? 
Teacher 
From a teaching perspective or... 
Interviewer 
Yeah, at the school, yeah. 
Teacher  
At the school? 
Interviewer 
Yeah, what does that look like at a school? 
Teacher 
I think it needs to be equitable for both – I know we're looking at Aboriginal 
identity, but it needs to be equitable for all students. It needs to be supportive 
and structured in a manner that fits the community. I think community's got 
a lot to do with it. 
After struggling to find the words to describe Aboriginal identity, again we see a 
teacher who defaults to the politically-correct colour blind construction of all-
students-as-same. Even within this section of dialogue, there is an apparent confusion 
– an inability to articulate a clear understanding and a lack of consistency in the 
response. After being posed an initial question “what does it mean to embrace a 
positive sense of Aboriginal identity?”, she begins with the ambiguous answer, “it’s 
got a lot to do with identity.” She eventually responds with an equally ambiguous 
statement that “it needs to be equitable for all students”. Despite this construction of 
Aboriginal students as having the same needs as all students when it comes to a 
positive sense of identity, she then points to the fact that “the community’s got a lot 
to do with it”. No further clarification is provided as to why this might be the case or 
how it would be “supported and structured in ways that fit community”. Within the 
same sentence, the teacher explicitly claims Indigenous students are the same 
(“needs to be equitable for both”) and different (“community’s got a lot to do with 
it”). The ways in which teachers position Indigenous communities is explored further 
in Chapter Six. 
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5.2.2 Colour blindness + discourse of decline = equity?  
In arguing for the need for equitable practice, teachers sometimes used colour 
blindness in conjunction with the white victimology/discourse of decline described in 
Chapter Three (Section 3.2.1). These two discourses combined to position white 
students as being without special privileges, which becomes problematic since 
students are “all the same”. 10 teachers described underprivileged non-Indigenous 
students and the importance of ensuring equitable practices. Teacher and school 
practice was conceptualised in terms of the need to maintain this sameness, with 
equity being offered as a justification: 
… they did lunch vouchers at the canteen for Aboriginal kids. Now that was 
a divisive system because there are a lot of other kids who were worse off 
and didn’t have lunch and didn’t have morning tea and their diet was 
dreadful. But the Aboriginal kids, some of which, didn’t need the money. So 
that sort of thing – because it was divisive. But I think if you do things like 
when you go on an excursion or something, that you take a group of kids, of 
all kids. That then makes it an inclusive process. 
That is, colour blindness was described as a normative and important part of school 
decision making for equity reasons – “when you go on an excursion, you take all 
kids” – or else the process is “dreadful, divisive and not inclusive”. Policies and 
school practices that provide different support or funding for Aboriginal children 
were conceptualised as inherently unjust. Doane (1997, p. 389) argues that white 
assumptions around the presumed benefits of minority group members are a product 
of the colour blind myth of meritocracy, and resultant white victimisation discourses. 
More than 20 years ago Peggy McIntosh (1990) wrote of her experiences in learning 
to see racism in a new way. She said that, “I was taught to see racism only in 
individual acts of meanness, not in invisible systems conferring dominance on my 
group” (p. 31). McIntosh’s reflections led her to decide that she must “give up the 
myth of meritocracy” (p. 33). Yet here we see a consistent theme in which teachers 
combine discourses of white-victimology and colour blindness in the name of so-
called fairness and meritocracy. There is little evidence that teachers are engaging in 
discussion of the systemic and institutional forms of racism that continue in post-
colonising Australia. Instead, teachers draw on white-victimology discourses 
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…Aboriginal children suddenly got a lot of funding for all this extra help 
and yet we had children in the class that really were desperate as well, non-
Aboriginal children, that we – it was like they were really missing out. So, 
again, that was a bit... 
The discourse of decline, which positions white children as desperate, is 
powerful, particularly in schools where poverty is a reality. Again we see a teacher 
who has combined colour blind discourses with white victimology/discourses of 
decline to argue for equity. Together this discourse combination is also used to 
justify pedagogical and resourcing decisions. For example, it impacts on the ways 
that Indigenous Education Workers (IEWs) are deployed by teachers in schools. 
Although employed and funded to work with Indigenous students, teachers used 
equity as the justification for deploying IEWs to work with “all students”. One 
teacher said that: 
Mary [Aboriginal Education Worker] does come in and do some reading 
one-on-one, but it’s not necessarily with Aboriginal children…. like not 
every child at risk is on the reading recovery program, so there are other kids 
to consider as well. 
In this case, the Indigenous Educator Worker, Mary, is deployed to work “with all 
students”, despite being funded to work directly with Indigenous students. This is 
only possible by having discursively positioned all students as “the same”, therefore 
requiring equal access to resources. This does not discount the lived realities of white 
students living in poverty, who are attending this school. However, as Walter (2009, 
p. 12) argues, Indigenous poverty encompasses the “unequal power dynamics” 
embedded in Indigenous-white relations in Australia. It is important to note that the 
denial of inequality serves to reproduce existing inequalities (van Dijk, 1989). The 
discourses discussed in this section effectively silence any serious engagement with 
systemic and institutional racism in schools. Teachers’ work with IEWs will be 
explored further in Chapter Seven. 
5.2.3 It is quite hard to know what to teach 
As was seen in Chapter Four, there are instances in this dataset where the dominant 
discursive practices of teachers have been disrupted. Without existing counter-
narratives, this disruption can create a vacuum as teachers develop new discursive 
repertoires. It was demonstrated in Chapter Four that teachers struggled to develop 
  
Chapter 5: What do I do with “these kids”? 93 
new ways of discursively constructing Indigenous students when colour blind 
discourses were disrupted. This confusion is paralleled in the ways teachers talk 
about how they work with Indigenous students: 
It's sort of knowing what we can be doing, but I think celebrating 
individuality as an Aboriginal is really important as well and talking about 
cultural backgrounds as they can talk about, what sort of things do you do at 
home and then comparing that to other cultures as well. It's really important. 
But I think having an Aboriginal perspective – I know when I was on class, 
we used to try and bring an Aboriginal perspective into a lot of things and 
respect cultures and things. But I sort of find that quite hard because it's very 
hard to know what to teach.  
Here we see an admission that teachers need to move beyond colour blind 
pedagogies, but that the effect of having lived and worked in a colour blind 
institution makes it “quite hard to know what to teach”. For this teacher, there is a 
belief that celebrating Indigenous culture is valuable (as opposed to constructing all 
students as “the same”), despite the fact that it creates uncertainty about how this 
might occur. 
As described above, there is evidence that colour blind discourses are being 
disrupted in some instances. 14 teachers described the disruption of colour blind 
discourses in the context of looking for new pedagogical practices. This has created a 
tension between the texts that have broken discursive taboos around race (such as the 
Eight Ways of Teaching, SSLC and the Australian Curriculum) and historical colour 
blind and deficit discursive practices. This teacher articulates the complexity he has 
experienced: 
Yeah and when I came it was bad. The thing is our [non-Indigenous] 
Principal sits down. He spends time with these Indigenous kids and explains 
to them. He talks to them in a relaxed mode. He tries to talk to them in their 
lingo and they think it is funny, but his passion and the way he comes across, 
he connects with them and that takes a while. 
He has been doing it for years now. If I was to do that… yeah, but it’s 
something that I suppose, he’s a role model for us and then we need to be 
role model for them as well. 
I think a lot of teachers don’t know how to talk with other students, with 
students that are different and they would tend to stick to the mainstream. 
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Okay, this is the main body of my class. This is where I am going to teach. 
This is where I am going to feel most comfortable while the fringes can just 
dangle there if they want. 
In this excerpt, the teacher is almost counselling himself on whether or not to break 
the historical a priori – the white principal can break discursive taboos, yet “I was to 
do that”. It should be noted that the principal’s previous experience was at very 
remote schools, where he learned to speak Kriol, which is what the teacher refers to 
as “their lingo”. The teacher then describes the discomfort that “a lot of teachers” 
experience when talking with students “that are different”, and the comfort they 
experience when using colour blind pedagogies (“teach to the mainstream”), even if 
that creates discomfort for Indigenous students (“this is where I am going to feel 
most comfortable while the fringes can just dangle there if they want to”). This 
teacher is clearly talking about Indigenous students – he is comfortable describing 
ways in which the white principal talks with Indigenous students. Yet, once he slips 
back into colour blind discourses, Indigenous students become “the fringe” – as 
described in Chapter Four – those students do not meet normative expectations of 
teachers, are framed as deficit. In this case, the underlying meaning is that it is up to 
students to self-reform in order to meet these standards, in order to be included in 
classroom pedagogies: “they can dangle there if they want to”. It is the students’ 
choice to “dangle there [at the fringes of the class]” rather than the teachers’ choice 
to make different pedagogical choices. As Russell Bishop (2008) points out, deficit 
discourses limit teacher agency, and the responsibility to reform rests with those who 
are discursively constructed as lacking.  
Here we see that the unstated rules of prohibition can place white teachers in an 
odd situation: on one hand teachers work in an episteme in which colour blindness 
dominates; at the same time there are competing discourses that require them to 
“close the gap” and work in new ways with Indigenous students through policy 
reforms such as SSLC. 
This section has described the complexity of being simultaneously discursively 
forming Indigenous students as same and different. The sameness allows teachers to 
teach “to the mainstream”, ignoring complexities. In instances where colour blind 
discourses were disrupted, teachers described their discomfort and lack of 
knowledge, saying that “it’s quite hard to know what to teach.” 
  
Chapter 5: What do I do with “these kids”? 95 
Evidence in the preceding chapter drew attention to how white teachers 
described Indigenous students as outside the norm (shy, shamed, deficient). Teachers 
therefore made decisions around how to reform students (despite purportedly taking 
an approach of sameness when teaching). These approaches will be explored in the 
remaining sections of this chapter. 
5.3 COMPENSATORY PEDAGOGIES 
There are many ways in which white teachers individuate students by “working 
with” individuals – “helping” them to reach the norms ascribed by schools around 
being a “successful” Indigenous student. Compensatory education models have been 
part of Indigenous education since at least the 1970s (Gray & Beresford, 2008). 
Sociologist Basil Bernstein famously claimed that education cannot compensate for 
society (1971). Compensatory pedagogies do not take into account systemic, historic 
or institutional forms of racism, but instead focus on compensating Indigenous 
students based on their perceived “lack”. These pedagogies are built on the deficit 
discourses and meritocratic discourses described above. These discourses allow 
teachers to make decisions that control Indigenous students based on normalising 
judgements, for example, by allocating classes according to how students “fit in”: 
Yeah, and like Jacinta, who is one of my Aboriginal students, I had her last 
year as a year 3 and she was a whiny, you know, sooky, insecure pain last 
year and this year she… she’s suddenly…my helper. Like, Jacinta knows 
how to do everything. Can you do this, can you do that? She can take things, 
she can do things. You know, the other kids really like her suddenly. You 
know, so suddenly she has got this – she’s more grown up, more responsible.  
If she had been a Year 4-5 composite class, I think she still would have – 
even though academically she would have coped because she’s quite strong, 
she would have struggled socially.  
The invisible power of normalisation in this classroom has seemingly worked to 
create in Jacinta a self-reforming student who has become “docile and useful” 
(Foucault, 1975/1995, p. 136) via the teachers’ gaze. Through studying madness and 
psychiatry, crime and punishment, Foucault attempted to demonstrate how “we have 
indirectly constituted ourselves through the exclusion of some others” (Foucault, 
1994, p. 403). Discursive practices work to make it virtually impossible to think 
outside of them; to be outside of them is, by definition, positions one as beyond 
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reason (Foucault, 1970a, p. 48). That is, discursive practices are linked to the 
exercise of power: discourse itself is both constituted by, and ensures the 
reproduction of, the social system. Here we see Jacinta – a Year 3 student – 
described by her teacher as outside of the norm socially, and therefore, beyond 
reason until she was able to self-reform (despite the admission that she “could have 
coped academically”). Teachers compensated for student lack in various ways, 
typically to remediate the “lacks” discussed in Chapter Four. 26 teachers out of 34 
made statements about the ways in which they work to compensate for student lack. 
The next section describes teachers accounts of what they do with students who are 
suffering from the aforementioned “self-esteem problem”.  
5.3.1 “Make” them proud 
As was seen in Chapter Four, one of the dominant ways in which teachers described 
difference was by diagnosing Indigenous students in terms of lack of self-esteem 
compared to the normative student. The ways in which white teachers come to 
“know” Indigenous students is built on particular truth claims such as that students 
lack self-esteem, but that teachers could instil high self-esteem through having high 
expectations, which would lead to academic success. For example, one teacher says: 
This year I have been working with Matthew because I know he has got 
what it takes. So it’s just a matter of building his confidence and getting over 
that shame thing. 
This teacher describes how she is “working with Matthew”, yet her directive is for 
him to self-reform and “get over this shame thing”. Teachers report that they know 
individual students, and that they work to “build confidence” of students as they go 
about the process of self-reform into the ideal of the confident, capable student. 
Sometimes teachers described the impossibility of working with Indigenous students 
until after they had reformed into proud students: 
I think the kids really need to feel good about themselves. They need to see 
the importance of coming to school and want to come to school and want to 
learn, because you can take a horse to water but you can't make it drink. I 
think we have to overcome a lot of those hurdles before our kids actually are 
prepared to start learning or can learn.  
Again student deficits in terms of self-esteem (“need to feel good about themselves”) 
and motivation (“prepared to start learning”) remove any possibility of teacher 
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agency. Student deficits are conceptualised as the problem. Teacher pedagogy cannot 
function until students reform: “you can take a horse to water but you can’t make it 
drink”. In this way, teachers are positioned as without agency whilst students are 
responsible for “needing to feel good about themselves.” Interestingly, the discourse 
of sameness creeps in, even when discussing the need for individuated and deficit 
students to be “proud”. One teacher says: 
I suppose when you put it back in this context, we're trying to give all our 
children identity, whether it be Aboriginal or white. We're trying to make 
them strong within themselves and believe who they are and they can do 
anything, and give them permission to think strong and to aim high. 
So, although it is the Indigenous students who were claimed to be shy, shamed, 
culturally poor and lacking confidence, once the teacher begins to talk about how she 
works to: “make them strong within themselves and believe who they are”, the 
teacher qualifies this statement by saying that this needs to occur “whether it be 
Aboriginal or white”.  
The use of the exceptional Other described in Chapter Four is also as part of 
compensatory pedagogies. White teachers use these role models to “show” 
Aboriginal students who aren’t meeting normative standards what is possible: 
Yeah, and Kerry in my class, she’s a bright little girl and she’s got ambition 
and she could do it. She wants to go to uni and do law. So you can use those 
sorts of things in – and we were just talking about it last night – about trying 
to show kids... so they don’t get lost when they go to high school. They’ve 
still got that thinking.  
This use of student role models as an object lesson is intended to be part of the 
process of student self-reform from shamed student to proud student. Teachers also 
used conceptual role models as a strategy for building student self-esteem: 
Yeah, one of the sort of priority areas that we picked up in the Early Years 
is, so within your physical environment, in the classroom, we all have 
images and things like that of Indigenous – contemporary Indigenous people 
– and positive role models. So you know how in an Early Years classroom 
you've got your play corners and your home corner, that kind of thing. So 
we're talking a lot about – or if you have your hospital, having pictures of 
contemporary Indigenous people who are in roles in the community.  
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The use of wider community role models by this teacher is in contrast to the use of 
the exceptional Other, in that it depicts a range of contemporary Indigenous people 
working in a community, rather than the one “exception” to the rule. These images 
are presented as part of the norm, rather than an aberration from the norm. It is worth 
noting that this teacher works in a remote school with a student population that is 
largely Indigenous.  
It is interesting that there is almost total teacher silence on the pedagogical and 
curriculum decisions that teachers make other than the desire “to make them proud”. 
Teachers do not describe providing extra curriculum support, culturally sensitive 
assessment, critical Indigenous studies, provision of additional resourcing or support 
in the quest to “make students proud”. 
This does not mean to say that all teachers discursively formed Indigenous 
students as shy and therefore in need of remediation. For example, in contrast to the 
assumptions about shy Indigenous students, one teacher says that: 
She mixes with the kids in class but she tends to sit by herself a little bit in 
the playground. I've spoken to her about that, because she's a lovely girl and 
she makes friends. But she said I'm here to do Year 12, I'm here to get the 
HSC, I want to be a teacher, and then I'm going back to Northern Territory, 
so I really don't want to be involved in… she said I'm only going to be here 
for this amount of time so I don't want to make friends and then get upset. So 
she's made that decision. She mixes with all the kids in class and talks to 
them in class, but then she does her own thing. 
This teacher spoke to the student and established a positive understanding of why she 
chose not to socialise with other students during lunch breaks. This is in direct 
contrast to the commonly held assumptions of teachers throughout the corpus around 
“shy” students, and provides one example of a disruption to dominant discourses. In 
this case, the alternate discourse positions the student as responsible, thoughtful, and 
“lovely”. This discursive positioning creates many more possibilities for the teacher 
to act agentically – to provide suitable pedagogies that might help the student achieve 
her HSC.  
Since the data from this study is derived from teachers working at schools that 
were part of the SSLC program, it is unsurprising that there is intertextuality between 
the discourse of Stronger Smarter and the teachers at these schools. A key element of 
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the discourse of SSLC is the directive for students to have a strong sense of 
Indigenous identity that is “strong, black and deadly” (Sarra, 2011, 2012). Hook 
(2001) has described how commentaries on primary texts serve to re-circulate much 
of what has already been said before. Foucault (1971) described the ways in which 
major narratives are “told, retold and varied” as commentaries (p. 12). In this way, 
teachers use existing narratives such as Stronger Smarter to “say finally what has 
silently been articulated deep down” (p. 13). This is reflected in the discursive 
repertoires of white teachers as they use Strong and Smart discourses. All teachers 
commented on Stronger Smarter discourses, since they were directly asked to do so 
as part of the interview protocol (see Appendix A). Some examples are: 
 I think it’s just if we see an Indigenous person in our classroom, like I 
go back to Daniel before, and just say, why are you ashamed of doing 
this? Reinforcing, you are an Indigenous student, you have a fantastic 
background.  
 I just think it’s sitting down and making the students feel like they are 
valued and that they should be proud of their heritage and where they 
come from.  
 They should be then excelling and making them feel like, if they were 
to make their Indigenous background something to be counted or 
something to be looked upon with pride, then they need to start to 
interact and to perform… 
These kinds of commentaries in which “they [Indigenous students] should [self-
reform]” to become “strong, black and deadly” were evident across the dataset. An 
analysis of the language of SSLC is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, the 
directive in these commentaries is that the onus for Indigenous student pride and 
success rests with individual Indigenous students. The logic here is that if only they 
were less ashamed, they may just reach norms prescribed by white teachers, schools 
and the wider Australian society. Once again, we see teachers without agency, and 
students who are responsible for remediating their personal “lack” of self-esteem. 
These commentaries reflect a combination of new discourses – they certainly 
represent a shift from the colour blind perspectives described above. However, the 
way in which Strong and Smart discourses position Indigenous students as lacking 
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and responsible for self-reform fits neatly with the existing deficit discourses 
described above. According to Foucault (1971) commentaries allow a primary text to 
be “told, retold and varied” (p. 12). Secondly, he argued that the role of 
commentaries is “to say finally what has silently been articulated deep down” (p. 13). 
The commentaries on Stronger Smarter discourses can therefore be seen as an 
opportunity for teachers to articulate their deeply held opinions about the need for 
students to self-reform (as described in preceding sections). For example, in a 
commentary on Stronger Smarter, one teacher concurs with the need for students to 
“take responsibility for their own actions”: 
 So I've seen, for example, teachers talk to kids and they say, are you being 
strong and smart? Are your actions now working strong and smart for you 
and the kids get that. It's actually purposeful for kids and it's purposeful for 
teachers. So that's what I like about it, that it's actually tangible for kids and 
tangible for the teachers. The broader perspectives about retention around 
engagement, all of those sort of higher goals I think are valid. We need to 
have targets around those things, so I think we need to actually have action 
plans and systems in place and we're checking to make sure we're delivering 
on those things. 
What I actually like, that you can have a conversation with kids and you can 
have a conversation with teachers that mean something around, what are we 
doing? Is it the best thing for this kid right now? How are you we helping 
them understand that, take responsibility for their own actions to move away 
from the, I'll do everything for you sort of mentality. 
This teacher confirms the alignment between Stronger Smarter principles and his 
own beliefs, saying that “its purposeful”, “what I like about it”, “I think [the broader 
Stronger Smarter perspectives] are valid”. From a teaching perspective, the 
pedagogical implication was the Strong and Smart discourses would lead to tangible 
results, that again, could be measured and documented. Action plans and systems 
could be institutionalised. However, in analysing this text, and other texts, the key 
imperative for teachers is the use of Stronger and Smarter language. By asking 
students if they are being strong and smart, teachers ask students to self-reform. 
There was similar commentary on the “high expectations” Stronger Smarter meta-
strategy: 
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High expectations, to me, means that Aboriginal students are expected to 
reach the same standards as everybody else. You can take into account if 
there's any particular individual circumstances where they may need some 
support. Jasmine – a few years ago there were 17 people living in her house 
while she was doing year 12 – extended family. So we put support in for her 
to use the study centre and the library, and if it was particularly hectic, I'd 
ask for an extension for a couple of days for her.  
While we will do that for them, we do that for all of the students. So there's 
an understanding with the kids that if something happens and you need some 
assistance, we can do that, but you don't get special circumstances just 
because you're Aboriginal. So it can be part of the reason why you might 
need an extension, but it can't be used as the only reason. You're expected to 
do what everybody else can do. Not, “they're Aboriginal so they can hand in 
something that's less quality”. We're certainly not – we're aiming as high as 
possible.  
This commentary around the Stronger Smarter high expectations meta-strategy sits 
neatly within colour blind discourses. Again we see an alignment between a primary 
text and the existing colour blind discourses of white teachers. The colour blindness 
reflected in the statement “we do that for all students” exists, but the commentary 
validates other non-colour blind statements such as: “you don’t get special 
circumstances just because you’re Aboriginal”. Teachers’ knowledge of individuated 
(and deficit) students drives the high expectation discourse. These kinds of 
statements were evident across the dataset with teachers reframing Stronger Smarter 
messages to fit comfortably with existing colour-blind discourses.  
5.4 EDUCATIONAL DISCOURSE AND THE TEACHING 
PROFESSIONAL  
Foucault argued that the strongest discourses are those which have “attempted to 
ground themselves on the natural, the sincere, the scientific – in short, on the level of 
the true and reasonable” (Foucault, in Hook, 2001, p. 524). Ladson-Billings (1988) 
described how educational teaching discourses, including curriculum and 
pedagogical texts, are essentially colour blind discourses, and should be analysed 
using CRT. Indeed, the current discursive landscape in Australia does provide a 
narrative in which individuals are held responsible for their own success. After all, 
teachers conceptualise all students as the same, choosing to diagnose according to 
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individual difference. Neoliberal, managerialist discourses have led to the emergence 
of so-called experts, who are given exclusive rights to speak and act. Cannella (2000) 
argues that in the creation of experts, the knowledges of other groups/individuals are 
excluded and labelled as inferior according to a range of factors such as age and 
experience. These frameworks of knowledge within whole schooling networks of 
institutions gives “the professional” the knowledge/power to be able to listen and 
classify others according to particular “truths” (Foucault, 1970a, p. 9). For example, 
one teacher says that: 
Whereas Susan [a teaching colleague] and I, we are doing – we are making – 
it's around the students because in primary school and junior high you kind 
of do all that stuff. You know it'll be paintings and there might be gardens 
and all very positive but a lot of the students have done so much of that they 
actually want to focus on themselves and getting their best grade possible. 
So having other people who are happy to pick up on that but being aware 
that a lot of our students have had enough of that sort of at this moment and 
won't want to be putting in as much energy for that. They don't want to be 
missing the English or the Maths lesson to be out doing some art. They want 
to be doing Maths. 
For this teacher, the “truth” is that students have “had enough” of art, and want to be 
doing westernised versions of academic work – English and Maths. According to 
Ball (2001, p. xxvii) the discursive production of the “good school” is captured by a 
version of education that is intimately tied into schooling for “economic 
competitiveness and an increasing neglect or sidelining (other than in rhetoric) of the 
social purposes of education”. In this case, the teacher does indeed sideline the non-
academic, saying “having other people who are happy to pick up on that” is 
important so that she can focus on the academic. In some respects this extract 
represents a shift away from the deficit discourses that positioned Indigenous 
students as unable to reach normative academic standards. In this text, the teacher 
expects students to get the “best grade possible”. 
This focus on managerialist perspectives and ways of knowing was part of the 
discourse of sameness for teachers. Even when asked directly about working with 
Indigenous students, and acknowledging Indigenous perspectives, another teacher 
said that: 
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So I just look at what their learning needs are and I take it from there, rather 
than thinking, oh well, you're white so I need to teach you this way; and 
you're Aboriginal. So that's always been my approach.  
Her positioning as a pedagogical expert allows this teacher to assess and then teach 
each individual, regardless “of whether you’re Aboriginal". Having a colour blind 
approach allows her to position all students as the same, and remediate according to 
“learning needs”. In schools, this kind of knowledge about “learning needs” is 
derived from the process of individuating, surveilling and documenting students. The 
ways in which teachers monitor and document their knowledge about students is 
explored in the next section.  
5.4.1 Data informed teaching 
In an era of accountability, “data” has become an important determinant of teachers’ 
work. The range of data that is collected and used by teachers in schools ranges from 
school based assessments to national standardised testing across measures in 
academic areas such as literacy and numeracy. For Foucault, knowledge is “applied 
power” (Foucault, in Caputo & Yount, 1993). By investigating and documenting 
Indigenous students, power/knowledge is created in order to create functioning, well-
formed individuals who fit within bounds of normality. The kind of detailed 
information that is collected about individuals by education systems allows power 
systems to control them in relatively new ways. For example, school attendance and 
enrolment data in a number of (predominately Indigenous) communities is now being 
linked to welfare payments via the Commonwealth Government’s School Enrolment 
and Attendance Measure (SEAM) program (Department of Families, 2012). 
Within school systems, data is increasingly being used to categorise, average 
and normalise individuals – turning them into a “case” to be managed. As Gutting 
(2011) notes this kind of documentation provides opportunities to create 
knowledge/power – turning individuals into an object of care creates opportunities 
for control. This kind of documentation is driven in large part by key policy 
directions in constructing the good school as one that is continually meeting and 
raising normative standards (Maguire, Hoskins, Ball, & Braun, 2011). For example, 
the publication and analysis of NAPLAN data are a visual means of schools 
demonstrating how progress is taking place.  
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 Danaher et al. (2000, p. 58) argue that whilst the poorest and most 
marginalised Australians are now individuated, monitored and 
documented in close detail, it would be unthinkable to subject 
Australia’s richest and most powerful individuals to this kind of 
scrutiny. The descending individuation, coupled with the detailed 
documentation of Indigenous students (even in comparison to their non-
Indigenous peers) is discursively constructed as “normal”, and part of 
the “helping” work of teaching. Unsurprisingly, schools assess and 
document student academic progress in the acquisition of dominant 
skills and knowledge required by Western schooling systems, such as 
literacy and numeracy. Pedagogical decisions are based on this data: 
data allows measurement against norms, so that teachers can “pinpoint 
areas of need” as they strive to produce, in Foucauldian terms, the 
literate and numerate subject. 14 teachers spoke about the ways that 
data is used, for example: We do a lot of baseline data collections, so 
that we can really pinpoint areas of need. 
 Because we do that assessment at the start of the year, we know exactly 
what they're coming in with.  
 If they rock up, day one, we do a lot of testing. Not so much on the 
Early Years, because we don't stream, but from Year 2 up there's a lot 
of assessments that happen.  
 They’re very well assessed and analysed down to the bone.  
To work most efficiently for control, this technology requires standards that are used 
to determine the normality of bodies that are observed. Here we see that the 
documentation of individual students in the form of hierarchically observed “data” is 
central to the modern episteme – one in which Indigenous students can be “analysed 
down to the bone”. Hargreaves (2008) argues that this kind of surveillance creates 
knowledge/power in several ways: by reducing the number of those who exercise it 
(for example, it is now the Head of Curriculum who controls the data), while 
increasing the number of those on whom it is exercised (students). The teachers’ 
accounts above follow what Luke et al. (2013, p. 88) describe as “decades of 
strategies that focus primarily on ‘fixing’ some social, educational, attitudinal or 
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economic element of Indigenous families or communities as assessed by outsiders”. 
Using this logic, teachers spot Indigenous deficit; reduce students to statistics, data 
and interpretive categories; and the remediate the deficit using pedagogical practice. 
Unsurprisingly, teachers described academic streaming – the division and 
grouping of students based on academic assessment data – as a truth around what 
good pedagogical practice might look like. One teacher said: 
So Year 1 we look at as a priority area because it's really, the next year they 
go to stream, so we've been able to get a support teacher for literacy so we 
can have smaller groups, more individualised support.  
The documented, hierarchically observed data described above has implications for 
students, in particular those who don’t reach normative standards. Data is used to 
make decisions about how children are grouped, and how resourcing (including 
teacher support) is allocated. These statements around the use of streaming, 
particularly in the early years is concerning. The literature around streaming and 
tracking for Indigenous students is concerning. A recent OECD (2012) study 
reiterated the longstanding finding that although ability grouping is intended to 
provide targeted instruction to individual students, it can very easily reproduce 
disadvantage, especially when groups are static and impermeable. This is particularly 
the case when ability grouping occurs from the early years of school (Oakes, 2005). 
Despite the argument she provided above, the same teacher said that: 
In a way I’m for and against the streaming that we do, because we stream 
academically but I also worry that we're setting up patterns from Year 2 that 
says you're in this group and this is where you're at. So I'm for it in that we 
can provide really individualised support when we set up classes like that. 
But I do worry. 
Here we see her reflect on the way in which surveillance and documentation 
positions Indigenous students in particular ways, and that the construction of 
Indigenous students as deficit now will have consequences in the future. The 
combination of surveillance, documentation and normalisation provides the basis for 
teachers’ decisions around the control of bodies as they “go to stream”. In a 
secondary school, both academic offerings and timetabling were described as being a 
consequence of “the clientele” by this teacher: 
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You get some but I don’t think it would be what you would see in other 
more academic schools. This school has a very strong focus on VET and 
that’s because essentially that’s the majority of our clientele. We do have 
some really academic students. The ones who do really well you can just see. 
Their work is – they’re very focused on their work. They get there because 
of the effort and the ability. 
According to this teacher, the “good” student “gets there because of effort and 
ability”, and is contrasted to the “majority of our clientele”. Again, we see a 
discourse that draws on the myth of meritocracy in that those who “get there” do so 
because of effort and ability. The decision to offer vocational education and training 
is a consequence of the formation of students as not “focussed on their work”, not a 
consequence of institutional or systemic racism. What counts in terms of the use of 
time and space in schools has implications for what cannot be done in schools. In this 
case, academic disciplines cannot be offered (“because of the majority of our 
clientele”). This is important, because, as Michael Apple (1993, p. 222) argues, 
“what counts as knowledge, the ways in which it is organised and who is empowered 
to teach it, is part and parcel of how dominance and subordination are reproduced”. 
5.4.2 New forms of data 
The detailed level of knowing that is documented by teachers extends beyond the 
classical and canonical to include choices made around students’ identities. A 
number of jurisdictions in Australia have mandated the use of some form of personal 
learning profiles (PLPs) that document a range of information about Indigenous 
students. PLPs are very different from other similarly named documents such as 
Individual Learning Plans (ILPs) and Individual Education Programs (IEPs). Their 
use has differed across jurisdictions. For example, in New South Wales, PLPs were 
mandated for Aboriginal students in public schools following the NSW Aboriginal 
Education and Training Review, which was described as a “landmark consultation” 
with Indigenous communities. This mandate required PLPs to be developed in 
partnership between teachers, parents, caregivers and students (p. 6). Federally, the 
Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) has also 
provided guidelines stating that teachers, in partnership with students, students’ 
parents and carers, should develop a PLP that reflects the student’s goals, current 
capabilities and includes specific learning targets (DEEWR, 2011). 
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13 teachers described the PLP process as a way of involving community and 
parents in assessment and learning practices. They also described how the process 
created teacher participation in communities, by way of home visits to families. For 
example, one teacher said: 
I guess the first sort of thing I was introduced to Aboriginal stuff was the 
PLPs that we did, and I guess I’ve just been working with these Aboriginal 
kids on their attendance because three of my kids had fairly low attendance, 
so I’ve been trying to work on engaging them in school so they come more 
often. It has been successful to an extent.  
The surveillance required to create this kind of documentation is significant, and 
differs from the kinds of surveillance that children would have experienced in 
different historical epistemes. For example, teachers document and report on whether 
or not students choose to formally identify as Indigenous. The use of PLPs as a form 
of documentation to gain knowledge/power over these aspects of children’s’ lives is 
not insignificant. Teachers in two different states said that: 
Well, we’ve only just introduced PLPs, so I think that’s made them more 
likely to identify, I suppose, because we got parents in and talked to them 
about that.  
and 
We talk about if you don't want to – you can identify with Aboriginal. If you 
don't want to take it further than that at this stage, that's fine. We offer you 
the opportunity to be involved, but if they don't want to, that's fine. But we 
talk about what they might be able to do as young adults later on if they 
decide then that they're willing to identify and be part of it. We tell them the 
sorts of things they might wish to become involved in in later years.  
In both of the cases above, this detailed form of individuating and documenting the 
lives of Indigenous students becomes the knowledge/power driving student 
identification as Indigenous within the school system. In most cases, policy directs 
that PLPs are to be created in partnership between teachers, students and families. In 
many cases, teachers indicated that this had occurred. The ways that teachers account 
for their work with families, including the use of PLPs, will be explored in Chapter 
Seven. 
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5.5 CHALLENGING RACIST DISCOURSES 
Despite the predominance of colour-blind, compensatory and technical discourses 
described above, there was evidence of alternate narratives that provide the potential 
for hegemonic practices to be contested, challenged and resisted. Two teachers talked 
about the ways in which they challenged racist discourses at school. A third teacher 
simply reflected, “There are lots of racist words in here, how do I tackle the racist 
words with the kids and stuff like that, without anybody being offended?” 
The following excerpt details the reflections of one of the teachers as he 
describes how challenged the racist views of white students. He describes his use of 
Phillip Gwynne’s (1998) novel, Deadly Unna? which tells the story of an interracial 
friendship between an Aboriginal boy and a white boy as they confront racism in 
small town South Australia. He says that: 
Well, for instance, initially if a kid had a very negative attitude towards 
something that was if not teetering on – or even blatantly – a racist point of 
view, quite often I had to go away and think about it, do a little bit of 
research on the net and then I would merely present it as a conversational 
piece with the students.  
But, for instance, this year when I'm teaching English, the novel I elected to 
do is a novel called Deadly, Unna? which is about small town community 
black and white issues. The reason I elected to do that is because at the 
beginning of the year we were looking at human rights, things like that and 
we had lots of fruity discussions about Indigenous issues, black issues, that 
sort of thing. There was some frightening points of view from kids who were 
young, who you could tell that this is not right and I think it might be 
somebody else in your family who thinks like this, so let's work on this. So 
that's why I chose Deadly, Unna? as our text and we've been concentrating a 
lot on Martin Luther King, even Mohammad Ali, Charlie Perkins, Lionel 
Rose, people like that. So I'm not afraid to broach the subject. 
In this case, the teacher explicitly states that he “is not afraid to broach the subject”. 
His choice of novel, and the study of Charlie Perkins, Lionel Rose and Martin Luther 
King suggest that he is using different discourses to the deficit and colour blind 
discourses described above. For example he says that he encouraged discussions 
about “Indigenous issues, black issues”. His questioning of students who have “a 
racist point of view” fits with what Cochrane-Smith (1995) called for in needing 
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teachers who “explore assumptions, values and practices in locally appropriate and 
culturally sensitive ways”. This discursive repertoire allowed him to challenge the 
racist formations of Indigenous people in his own classroom. This teachers’ 
enthusiasm for exploring new discourses within the classroom was not common. The 
evidence provided throughout this chapter would indicate that the majority of 
teachers in this sample were “unable to broach the subject”.  
Another teacher reflected that his confidence to challenge racist discourses was in 
part due to the lifting discursive taboos around race. He recalled a classroom 
discussion: 
Oh well, [the non-Indigenous students said that] being black it just means 
you get money and I don’t need money, and you’re going: It’s so much more 
than that. So it’s not this big taboo subject anymore. 
5.6 SUMMARY 
This chapter was framed around the research sub-question: How do white teachers 
account for their own pedagogical choices when working with Indigenous students? 
(Or, “What do I do with them?”). Firstly, I described how teachers’ formation of 
Indigenous students using colour blind discourses led them towards colour blind 
pedagogies. In some cases teachers described their desire to “do no harm” and so 
chose the comfortable position of “doing nothing”. In other cases, teachers applied 
the same pedagogical choices to Indigenous and non-Indigenous students using the 
logic that “they are all the same”. In some cases this logic was combined with white-
victimology discourses of decline in which pedagogies of sameness were justified as 
seeking to achieve equity. These discourses ignored structural, systemic and 
institutional racism, and were based on the myth of meritocracy. I then analysed the 
ways in which teachers continued to use compensatory pedagogies. These accounts 
were frequently descriptions of attempts to remediate the deficits described in 
Chapter Four. For example, teachers said that they worked to “make students proud” 
(based on the formation of students as shy and shamed). Finally, I analysed teachers’ 
use of the educational discourse of teaching, in particular the ways in which teachers 
surveilled, monitored and documented students, sometimes “down to the bone”. This 
included the creation of new forms of data documented in Personal Learning Plans. 
There were few other accounts of alternate ways of working with Indigenous 
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students. teacher described his attempts to challenge the racist assumptions of white 
students in his class.  
5.6.1 Personal reflection 
Reading teachers’ accounts of their work opened my eyes to the invisibility of 
whiteness in schools. Examining the ways in which teachers’ language has material 
effects was important. The professional language of teachers was something I myself 
learned at university and took for granted as being “neutral”. As a white researcher in 
education, this analysis was especially relevant. This analysis has led me to consider 
my own standpoint as a researcher, and the discourses that I am yet to fully 
understand. For me, this analysis provides a useful starting point for my own learning 
about power differentials in Australia, particularly the hidden and seemingly 
innocuous language of the “expert professional” and the “unbiased” nature of 
knowledge in schools and universities. In Chapter Six, I explore the ways that white 
teachers discursively construct Indigenous families and communities. 
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Chapter 6: Where do “these kids” come 
from? 
Those white teachers cut themselves off from us, like apartheid. They didn’t 
want to speak to us. They thought we were dirt. They were snobby. They 
thought they were better than us… they just don’t want to talk to us. 
 – Indigenous Community Member  
  (in Bond, 2010, p. 196) 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this chapter is to explore how teachers discursively position 
Indigenous families and communities in relation to both Indigenous students and in 
relation to teachers themselves. This chapter is guided by the third research sub-
question: How do white teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous 
families and communities? (Or, “Where do ‘these kids’ come from?”). 
Understanding how teachers constitute not only students, but also community and 
family is important. Extensive literature exists to indicate that educators both in 
Australia and internationally consistently point to student and home factors when 
apportioning blame for minority student lack of success (e.g., Bishop, 2008; Gray & 
Beresford, 2008; Ladson-Billings, 2006). As Bishop and Berryman (2006) argue, 
factors within the influence of school (such as school structures, processes or teacher 
pedagogy) are seldom described by teachers as even a part of the reason for lack of 
Indigenous student success. Bishop (2008, p. 52) describes these discourses as part of 
the reason that teachers in New Zealand remain “frustrated and isolated” in their 
work with Māori students. For Bishop and colleagues (Bishop et al., 2007, p. 6), “the 
discursive positions that teachers take in relation to not only students, but also 
families, are key to teachers being able to make a difference or not” for Indigenous 
(in his case, Māori) students.  
I begin by this chapter by analysing the ways in which teachers constitute 
Indigenous community. I then analyse the ways in which both families and 
communities are discursively constructed and positioned by white teachers. 
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As described in preceding chapters, teachers draw on existing discourses, and 
work in a context in which there are multiple discourses about Indigenous 
communities, families and education. At the time of data collection, there were a 
range of discourses on Indigenous education both within schools and in the broader 
public domain (see Sections 3.1 and 3.2). The newly-mandated inaugural national 
curriculum that was in the early stages of implementation during the period of data 
collection included a requirement to “embed Indigenous perspectives” as a national 
cross-curricula priority. There was also a continued neoliberal push towards 
standardised testing measures driven by the public availability of school data via the 
MySchool website which continued to position Indigenous students as “failing”. 
There had also been extensive coverage of The Intervention and other welfare 
reforms (e.g., Watson, 2009); Stronger Smarter discourses empowered white 
educators to direct Indigenous students to become “strong, black and deadly”; Noel 
Pearson adopted Direct Instruction models of instruction amongst “failing” 
Indigenous children in Cape York. Little (2012, p. 51) argues that the Australian 
media takes a simplistic approach to reporting Indigenous issues, frequently 
constructing “Indigenous peoples as the ‘demonised threat’ to be managed”. 
I now turn to the ways in which white teachers constitute communities and 
families.  
6.2 WHAT CONSTITUTES COMMUNITIES AND CULTURE? 
Indigenous communities were predominately defined by teachers as parents, 
sometimes extended families, and wider community members such as local Elders. 
Indigenous Education Workers (IEWs) and Indigenous teachers. They were 
discursively constructed as part of the system of education, rather than as part of 
Indigenous community (see Chapter Seven). The relationship between teachers and 
Indigenous staff (including IEWs and Indigenous teachers) will be explored later in 
this chapter.  
As described in preceding chapters, teachers often defaulted to a colour blind 
discourse when describing students, and in reference to their own pedagogical 
choices. Interestingly, this was less often the case when teachers talked about 
families and communities. Teachers were more willing to discursively construct 
difference. I do not suggest that all teachers spoke about all communities in deficit all 
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the time. Nor do I suggest that individual teachers spoke exclusively about 
communities using a deficit lens throughout their interviews. It is important to bear 
in mind that teachers were specifically asked about the roadblocks to student success 
and the realities of their day-to-day working lives. Nevertheless, deficit themes did 
recur frequently in the data, and will be explored in the remainder of this section. The 
purpose of this section is to explore the ways in which teachers classify and come to 
“know” particular truths above Indigenous families and communities. What emerged 
from this data was a discursive positioning in which: parents and extended families 
were positioned as deficit; Elders and community members as exotic; students as 
living within both a culture of poverty (attributable to deficit families) and a poverty 
of culture; and Indigenous Education Workers as the link between schools and 
communities. These themes will be explored in the remainder of this chapter. 
6.3 PARENTS-AS-DEFICIT 
Dominant groups have historically organised educational systems in ways that 
highlight racial differences as deficits, which becomes the purported basis of 
students’ failures (Rogers, 2011b). In the words of prominent Torres Strait Islander 
scholar Martin Nakata (1993), Indigenous peoples have been described by experts as 
“lacking just about everything there is to lack” from education to health (p. 59). He 
writes, “we lacked as fathers and mothers. We lacked as children. We lacked as 
students.” He says that for more than 100 years, western experts can still “name it, 
and we still lack it” (1993, pp. 59-60). The construction of parents as deficient and/or 
deviant is linked to the exclusion of parents from the business of school. The 
discursive formation of parents, and the use of this as explanation by teachers for 
relationships is explored in this section. 
6.3.1 Slow and unmotivated parents 
They're [the parents are] a bit slow. They don't always come at the beginning 
of Year 11.  
This statement is illustrative of deficit constructions of parents throughout the dataset 
in which teachers variously described parents as “tough”, “unwilling”, “slow” to 
respond to traditional invitations to participate in school events, “unmotivated” and 
“prepared to undermine” the important business of schooling. 14 teachers described 
unsuccessful attempts to include parents at school events, or parents who simply did 
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not become part of the institution of schooling. From my perspective as a researcher, 
the use of words such as “slow” were problematic. This language has traditionally 
been applied to children, and yet is now creeping in to language used to make 
judgements of parents and families. This kind of construction of unmotivated parents 
sets up systems of exclusion and creates a power/knowledge imbalance between 
teachers and parents. One teacher said that: 
Well we do have some really tough kids and we do have some tough parents 
but I think the way the school is structured and with the support that we have 
in our school, I think we get around that.  
For this teacher, the deficit construction of parents as “tough” meant that they were 
something that teachers needed to “get around”. The school is even structured and 
supported in a way that “gets around that”. Alternative readings of this text provide a 
different understanding of the ways in which schools work to silence and “get 
around” parents (e.g., Luke et al., 2013). Another teacher said that: 
Because the children are independent, it’s more about working with them to 
make them proactive and getting themselves here. Rather than – there’s very 
little we can do in terms of motivating the parents. A lot of them do come 
round, but some – it's core group, you can’t do much with.  
This quote exemplifies the discursive construction of parents as deficit, which was 
used to explain how teachers were unable to communicate or work with parents: 
“there’s very little we can do in terms of motivating the parents” and “you can’t do 
much”. For this reason, teachers made decisions to work directly with students, and 
by-pass parents and communities, since teachers perceived that “you can’t do much 
with them”. The consequence of “unmotivated parents” was that students were 
understood to be independent, and able to be worked on to “make them more 
proactive”. Thus, teachers positioned themselves as able to work with students (albeit 
using the colour blind and deficit discourses described in the preceding chapters) but 
unable to work with parents. 
According to the dominant discursive practices of teachers, it is parental 
deficits that create deficit children. In this discourse, the role of teachers and schools 
is to “to work around” these deficits. Parental deficits are an interruption/disruption 
to the real work of teaching. 
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Teacher One 
Even with them not being at school, it might be something that's not just 
instigated by the child not wanting to come. Sometimes it's the parent not 
wanting to let the child go to school because they're either alone or – I've had 
students that didn't want to come to school because it was their birthday and 
their mum and dad said they could stay home or mum wanted a job to do 
around the house and they needed the child to be around. Little things and 
some of it… 
Teacher Two 
Or mum said I didn't have to come to school today. 
Teacher One  
Yeah and it's like undermining the school. 
For these teachers, parental choices around their children’s attendance at school are 
framed in direct and unquestionable opposition to school priorities: parents’ choices 
are an intrusion that undermines teachers. The description of parents as 
“undermining the school” positions parents as outside the bounds of reasonable. In 
Foucauldian terms, this kind of discourse creates a conflict between reason and 
madness. For one teacher, this divide between the reasonable/moral self and the 
unreasonable Other is explicitly described: 
I like the fact that quite often a lot of them have not encountered a 
reasonable adult, so if you model yourself as a reasonable adult it's nice to 
experience the winning of students, you know what I mean? 
Foucault (1988b, p. 146) argued that “we indirectly constitute ourselves through the 
exclusion of some others”. The scarcity of reasonable adults in students’ lives sets 
this teacher up as the first “reasonable adult” that children will have come across.  
6.3.2 Intimidated parents 
Parents were frequently positioned as deficit through the psychological diagnosis of 
lack of self-esteem. This parallels the ways in which teachers individuated and 
pathologised students using psychological diagnoses to discursively construct the 
“shy” Indigenous student. In this case, teachers also discursively positioned schools 
as historically deficient in terms of the breakdown of communication between 
parents and teachers. Schools were described as having been [past tense] historically 
unfriendly: places where parents had had negative personal experiences that had 
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created another form of parental deficit – the intimidated parent. 11 teachers talked 
about “intimidated parents”, for example saying that: 
 ... a lot of these parents of these kids had negative experiences at 
school. While they want the best for their kids, a lot of them were… 
and I still say are a little bit intimidated to come through the gates 
sometimes.  
 We tried to get some of the family members to come in and talk about it 
[artwork from home] but everyone was too shy.  
 They feel a bit threatened, the parents. I know that from working – I 
actually worked in another school last year, and they do. It’s hard to get 
them to come because they often had bad experiences themselves… 
These statements are amongst the few in which teachers spoke about the historic, 
systemic effects of racism. However, Haviland (2008) argues that citing historical 
examples of white privilege and racism is a safe way to model critical self-reflection. 
According to Haviland (p. 45) Teachers were able to safely critique the errors of the 
past without examining current practices. Although teachers implicated schools as a 
(partial) cause of the perceived psychological deficit, it remains a deficit that teachers 
need to “work around”.  
The psychological deficiency ascribed to parents was offered as the cause of 
student deficits: deficit parents were responsible for “passing on their negative 
attitudes” to children: 
Well, just that I think a lot of our parents had really, really horrible 
experiences with school and their past experiences are how they view school 
today. Whether they do it intentionally or not, that is passed down to their 
kids. There's this, I think, a sense of being torn for the kids, when they're in 
between – in that stage, because it's like they pick up on that and they want 
to… so they're sort of in this limbo land, because I don't think – I think they 
feel like they might be doing the wrong thing, if they were doing well at 
school, in that environment. Do you know what I mean by that? In some 
instances maybe, when parents have a negative connotation about school and 
the kids are getting praised and doing well, I think sometimes they might not 
want to share that at home. Or they might feel as, mum doesn't talk well 
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about that teacher, or that school, or I don't want them to communicate. 
There just might be friction.  
The disclaimer that schools may have some historical involvement in the creation of 
intimidated parents; and that they may or may not “do it intentionally” does not 
remove the construction of deficit parents who are undermining the work of teachers. 
A binary is created where teachers are moral subjects who are “praising kids”, while 
parents are undermining the moral work of teachers. The underlying moral 
judgement is that it is deficit parents who create a context in which teachers describe 
children as wanting to exclude their own parents: “they may not want to share that at 
home”. That is, students are positioned as living in “limbo land” and needing to 
make a choice between the self-formed ethical subject who provides praise and the 
deficit parent who creates friction. Foucault argued that individuals are continually in 
the process of constituting themselves as ethical subjects (Foucault, 1996, p. 26). 
Through the construction of parents and students as deficit, white teachers also 
construct their own moral self, and thereby create and exercise a form of power.  
These insights into the personal result of “horrible experiences with school” 
frequently end with a personal, individuated, psychological diagnosis – rather than 
societal or systemic analyses of the historical failure of schools and education 
systems. However, there is some evidence of a disruption to deficit pathologisations 
described above. For example, one teacher says that: 
You need to have a very open mind and be willing to work with families and 
be very, very supportive with families .... Because you have to find out the 
root of what is actually going on and a lot of the time you can solve it and it's 
simply by sitting down and having a conversation and teaching the children 
how to talk about their problems also. 
This teachers’ account of her willingness to work with families, and engage in 
conversations with children positions her as having agency (“a lot of times you can 
solve it”; “teaching the children”). In this case, her account of supporting families 
with an open mind suggests that she takes the lived realities of students and families 
into account, without positioning parents as a deficit to be worked around. 
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6.3.3 Culture of poverty 
There were a number of instances where teachers described Indigenous families in 
ways that conflate poverty and culture. 13 teachers talked about families in the 
context of poverty: 
 Well, there’s a lot of single parents and children who have been, like, 
homeless at times too. Like, parents have had to move out of the homes 
and relocate. 
 Oh, community issues, alcohol, drug abuse, that kind of thing. Just, I 
mean, they’re the major, major issues, because it just affects so many 
aspects of life. Transiency is a huge issue with our guys.  
 A lot of these families are on government support and probably their 
parents were and it's kind of a cycle.  
 I think their lives can be quite hectic at times which is what we don't 
understand because we've never faced some of the issues that they do 
with things like domestic violence and drug use and alcohol in this 
community. 
Here we see the physical reality of children’s lives outside of school becoming a part 
of the educational discourse. These discourses might be intended as well meaning, 
caring or empathic discourses about the lives of children, but they nevertheless easily 
slip back into being judgements that position families as a disruption to the 
educational experience of students. According to Comber (1998) teachers need to 
develop new ways of speaking to ensure that significant student experiences and 
circumstances, such as living in poverty, do not “go without saying” (p. 16). That is, 
teachers should not ignore the impacts of poverty or the effects of systemic racism. 
According to Walter (2009), understanding unequal power dynamics is central to 
understanding Indigenous poverty. Teachers, whilst admitting that schools have had 
some part to play in the history of Indigenous-white relations, position Indigenous 
people as responsible for their own disadvantage. There are few choices offered other 
than self-reform by individuals and communities. As Comber noted in 1998, 
euphemisms such as “hectic lifestyles” softens teachers’ observations (p. 13). She 
also described how this positioning was seen to be in direct opposition to teachers’ 
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values. Here we see, more than two decades on, that this discursive positioning has 
not shifted:  
So when you haven't grown up with that I think your whole world gets – you 
really do have to change your perspective. If you come in here thinking the 
way you would in other schools, you just wouldn't survive. 
For this teacher, working in schools becomes a matter of survival. In this way, she 
applies an ethics of self-formation in which she becomes a moral/reasonable self in 
comparison to both teachers at other schools, and to the community. In the next 
section, I discuss the ways in which teachers use normalising judgements to 
discursively position Indigenous families. 
6.3.4 Normalisation 
There were fewer examples of teachers discursively constructing families using a 
colour blind lens, in comparison to the discursive construction of students. Parents 
were more likely to be formed according to the binary of either meeting normative 
ideals or not. 15 teachers spoke about Indigenous families by positioning them as 
either deficit or “normal”. Even when using normalising judgements, one teacher did 
apply a colour blind lens when talking about what Indigenous parents wanted (in 
terms of education) for their children: 
I really do think they want the best. I think their numeracy and literacy are 
the ones they always talk about. That's the one that we've had interviews 
with and things like that. We say, “what do you want?” And the majority or 
the status quo of all of them – the normal is literacy and numeracy. That's 
what they want.  
Indigenous families who meet normative standards as defined by teachers (for 
example, those who want “literacy and numeracy”) are seen to be “the normal”. 
Interestingly, this teacher describes the “majority or the status quo” as wanting the 
normal. The majority of Indigenous parents were said to “want the best” and have the 
same expectations of schooling as non-Indigenous parents. In this sense, Indigenous 
parents who were part of “the norm” were discursively formed using a colour blind 
lens. In a way that is similar to the discursive constructions of students, when parents 
were not constructed in deficit, they were constructed as “the same as everybody 
else”. Another teacher said: 
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I think these parents here as all parents do they want better for their kids than 
what they had. 
In the same way that “these kids” is a term that is used to refer to kids who are 
discursively formed as problematic, disadvantaged and deviant from “normal kids”, 
the same can often be said of “these parents”. “These parents” lack (presumably) 
education. Here we see some recognition that parents “want better”, which might be 
read as an admission that schools did not provide an adequate education for “these 
parents”. 
However, parents who did not fit normative expectations, such as the 
perception of parents who did not buy into educational discourses and practices, were 
constructed using the binary between good and bad. One teacher said: 
I think kids with high expectations probably come from homes where the 
parents have high expectations and there's some of that. There's also a lot of 
“go to school, come home, that's it”. 
The majority of parents (“a lot of parents”) were positioned as deficit. The 
underlying assumption was that “these parents” did not care about school or their 
children’s’ academic performance. Indigenous parents were compared with a range 
of normative standards. One teacher compared parents to the parents at “the school 
down the road”: 
I'd like the parents to feel that they can come into the school without being – 
they sort of hover around the edges a little bit. I'd like to see them come in 
and say, “well hey, can I do parent help and things?” You sort of see that 
dwindle a lot, but my daughter's at a school just down the road and there's 
always parents in doing this and that and even up into Grade 5 and 6... 
Interestingly, in this case, although the teacher “would like the parents to feel they 
can come into the school”, the discourse centres on the normative comparison (“these 
parents” versus “parents down the road”), but does not touch on the role of the 
school in promoting the desired welcoming ethos within the school. This is 
especially noteworthy given the way that teachers recognised that schools had a part 
to play in the creation of “intimidated” parents. In this case, the solution to the 
problem of individually deficit parents is parents changing themselves and meeting 
normative standards. For example, coming to class and saying “can I do parent 
help?” 
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6.4 COMMUNITY-AS-PROBLEM 
Although parents where described as deficit, communities were also constructed as 
“part of the problem”. 11 teachers spoke about communities as “part of the problem”. 
Once again, “community” is contrasted with normative standards: 
Well there's encouragement and if the encouragement comes from staff and 
community, home. But that's part of the problem largely with this 
community I think, the demographic profile.  
In this statement, the teacher doesn’t elaborate on who constitutes the community, or 
why the demographic profile is problematic. As far as she is concerned, whoever 
“this community” is, they are a problem because of “their demographic profile”. 
However, another teacher in another school does describe the demographic problems 
which constitute community-as-problem: 
I think that the community is a lot different to where most teachers have 
grown up. A lot of these families are on government support and probably 
their parents were and it's kind of a cycle. So I think the ideals that we have 
in our every-day life differ somewhat to their beliefs about everyday life as 
well. I think their lives can be quite hectic at times which is what we don't 
understand because we've never faced some of the issues that they do with 
things like domestic violence and drug use and alcohol in this community. 
So when you haven't grown up with that I think your whole world gets… 
you really do have to change your perspective. If you come in here thinking 
the way you would in other schools, you just wouldn't survive. 
Here, the comparison between community and the teachers’ lived realities is stark: 
Indigenous communities [although it is not explicitly stated that the teacher is 
referring exclusively to Indigenous communities in this passage] are caught in a 
violent, substance abusing and welfare dependent cycle; teachers’ communities are 
“a lot different”. Teachers therefore need to “change their perspective” in order to 
just “survive”. This discourse creates a conflict between communities and teachers’ 
values and class position. Community is not understood in positive ways, such as in 
terms of contemporary understandings, but in terms of community within a culture of 
poverty.  
In the next section I discuss the ways in which community is positioned as 
exotic. 
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6.4.1 Poverty of culture 
Positioning parents as deficit underpins the logic in Indigenous communities have 
created children who “lack culture.” In part, this “truth” about culture-poor students 
is bound up with the “shy and shamed” discourses described in Chapter Four. 8 
teachers described Indigenous parents as producing students who are culturally 
deprived. For example: 
We've just started, initially, just by doing some surveys and talking to 
parents, trying to get a real feel for what they think is important in culture. 
Which has been really difficult because you sort of… I always say with the 
kids, they can't tell you. They don't know what they don't know. So it's been 
having to pick out areas of culture, so we've talked about things like 
language, arts, music, that sort of thing. Talking about what they really see 
as important, and then what we can do, how we can bring that into our 
playground and our curriculum. So we're just kind of in the early stages of 
that, where we're just talking to parents. 
Interestingly, talking to parents has been “difficult” although it is “the kids” who 
can’t describe what is important in culture. In this case, it is the apolitical, exotic 
elements of culture – arts, music and language – that children “don’t know”. Indeed, 
because parents differences were viewed as deficit (see above), if they were not 
“practising” the exotic, then parents and their children were understood to be devoid 
of culture. For example, one teacher said: 
So, I don’t know, I guess if at home they’re practising Indigenous culture as 
well, whereas I – I know I can only assume, but it’s like anything. I guess if 
you’re not immersed in a particular culture and you’re just – you know 
you’re Aboriginal but you’re not culturally practising different Aboriginal 
cultural things – I’m sorry, this is not a good answer... 
This teacher does not elaborate on what a “practising Aboriginal” might be, but does 
set up a binary between Aboriginal families who are immersed in culture and those 
who are not. Indeed, the teacher seems reticent to elaborate, admitting some level of 
confusion, saying “I’m sorry, this is not a good answer”. This teacher is not alone in 
her formation of some Indigenous people as authentic “practising” Aborigines. 
Griffiths (1994, p. 71) argues that this discourse grew out of the mythologised view 
of Aboriginal people as “noble savages” (see also, Brough et al. 2006), and that 
constructing some Indigenous voices as “authentic” sets up a system in which other 
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Indigenous voices are dismissed as “inauthentic”. The description of Aboriginal 
families as “not practising” serves to illustrate this point. 
For the following teacher, culture-poor parents produced students who also 
didn’t know that they spoke two languages [Standard Australian English and 
Aboriginal English]: 
Some of our parents don’t even necessarily acknowledge that they speak two 
languages, that they can code switch.  
Overall, the poverty of culture amongst Indigenous families led to deficit children, as 
described in Chapter Four: 
Belonging. Belonging to a culture, recognising and identifying with that, and 
being proud to do that and that’s the part that some of our children find 
difficult.  
The construction of culture as exotic, but something that parents lacked, was 
common. This was different from the ways in which teachers spoke about Indigenous 
Elders who came into schools. Elders were frequently described as being able to 
provide the exotic elements of culture to schools and to students. The discursive 
construction of Elders is discussed in the next section. 
6.5 COMMUNITY-AS-EXOTIC 
In her work with pre-service teachers, Phillips (2011) describes pre-service teachers 
as eager to learn about the exotic aspects of Indigenous culture such as art, drama 
and music. West (2000) describes these constructions of Indigenous cultures as 
exotica as enabling students/teachers to take on the position of “observer”, (where 
the deficit constructions described above allow teachers to take on the position of 
“helper”). 
This position is echoed in the discursive practices of teachers. In this case, 
community is represented not by deficit parents, but by individual representatives – 
typically Indigenous Elders. Phillips (2011) argues that the construction of 
Indigenous cultures as exotic and/or deficit is central to Indigenous education. This 
discursive construction of Elders-as-exotic is convenient for teachers who want to 
embed Indigenous content as exotica into their classrooms. In this way, Indigenous 
Elders become “objects” to be consumed. 16 teachers described how Elders brought 
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the exotic, apolitical aspects of Indigenous culture into schools. Indeed, teachers did 
position themselves as passive observers: 
Actually we have had some wonderful NAIDOC Weeks, haven’t we, 
previously where the kids really sort of rolled up and lots of different 
activities and they brought Elders in and… I think it was last year or the 
year before, when it was Nan… who was it? 
This passive observation of the exotic provides a safe space for teachers to view 
cultures without any critical or political understandings. In this case, the kids “bought 
Elders in”, with seemingly little engagement by this teacher (who asks, “who was 
it?”). Even when teachers describe Indigenous Elders working within the school 
context to provide curriculum support and work directly with students and teachers, 
this holds true: 
…it would be valuable to have Uncle Bill up there next year, or just drop in 
just for, you know, a bit of connection, because the students will, when they 
turn up up there, they'll have to have a whole new sense of identity, new 
start, start from scratch. Then we each have a group of kids that are put in 
leadership roles for different programs that we might run… like the 
Aboriginal dance group. 
and 
I’ve been based at this school for the last four years, which has been really 
heavily involved in Aboriginal education, so I’ve seen a lot and got to know 
a lot of the – not got to know but seen a lot of the Aboriginal Elders come in 
usually through NAIDOC Week. 
In the same way that students were individuated and positioned as “the exceptional 
Other” (van Dijk, 1989), Elders were similarly positioned. They were the exception 
to the discursively positioned deficit-majority. As an exception, they became useful 
for teachers to use as an object lesson for Indigenous students. This positioning 
allowed teachers to maintain the “comfortable position” (Phillips, 2011, p. 176) of 
“passive observer” (p. 177), whilst Elders delivered the exotic aspects of culture to 
Indigenous students. As one teacher said, “I’ve got to know… not got to know but 
seen a lot of the Elders come in”. This discursive construction of Elders as role 
models who could transmit exotic elements of culture within school contexts was 
relatively common (16 out of 34 teachers): 
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 Then they [the Elders] started to talk about the traditional games and 
how some things were a bit different. They just connected with the kids 
straight away. 
 I think the children need to see their Elders in those positions. So it 
gives them something to aspire to and believe in themselves that they 
can achieve and they can do that. Because all of these kids could do 
whatever they want, it's just up to them to make the choices to do it. I 
think having these strong people guides them to do that. 
In this case, the “need” for children to see Elders as someone who can achieve stands 
in contrast to the deficit constructions of parents. This bifurcation of Indigenous 
communities constructs parents and communities as blameworthy, and Elders as the 
exceptional Other who can provide a possible antidote to the individual student 
deficits of self-esteem described in the previous chapter. This teacher describes how 
“it gives them… belief in themselves”. Once again we see families and students as 
deficit, teachers without agency and the responsibility for change resting with 
students: it is “up to them [students] to make the choices”. 
Foucault (1975/1995, p. 194) argued that “we must cease once and for all to 
describe the effects of power in negative terms”. Instead, Foucault argued that power 
is productive in that it can produce both negative and positive effects. Whilst 
teachers produce knowledge about Indigenous communities that primarily position 
them as deficit, the formation of Elders as exception Others also creates possibilities 
within schools. This positioning creates the possibility for Indigenous voices to 
become part of the discourse of schooling. The importance of Indigenous voices in 
schools has been documented in the literature (e.g., Cleveland, 2008; Hayes et al., 
2009; Herbert, 2000; Luke et al., 2013; Mellor & Corrigan, 2004).  
6.6 SUMMARY 
This chapter was framed around the third research sub-question: How do white 
teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous families and communities? 
(Or, “Where do “these kids” come from?”) 
Ladson-Billings (2006, p. 104) suggests that pre-service teachers “construct 
culture simultaneously as both the problem and the answer to their struggles with 
students who are different from themselves”. In this dataset, white teachers 
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frequently positioned communities and culture as problem. Whilst teachers drew on a 
variety of discourses, they most frequently used deficit constructions of families, 
communities and culture (of which children are a part) to make sense of their 
experiences.  
Parents were discursively constructed as deficit in many ways – “slow”, 
“unmotivated” and “tough”. Teachers used this positioning to explain how parents 
were the reason that students could not reach normative expectations of schools – 
they created friction; they created hectic lifestyles for students; they weren’t 
“practising Aboriginals”. Simply put, many teachers felt that Indigenous parents 
were something to “work around”. Elders were more likely to be positioned as the 
exception to the community-as-deficit problem. They were positioned as exotic; as a 
commodity to be used for the job of embedding Indigenous perspectives into the 
curriculum. Phillips (2011, p. 262) describes the three dominant discourses in 
Australia which objectify Indigenous peoples – culture-as-deficit, culture-as-exotic 
and culture-as-problem – as “one-dimensional frames of reference which are 
historically constituted [and that] support contemporary racialising practices and 
enable individual understandings to be confirmed”. These objectifications of families 
and communities were evident throughout this dataset.  
6.6.1 Personal reflection 
Reading the data on parents was troubling for me. I was saddened to hear so many 
accounts of teachers who had such negative accounts of parents and communities. 
This especially so because as I read I could almost hear the words of the Indigenous 
colleagues, students, teachers and community members who I had listened to as part 
of my work on the evaluation team. Writing up this chapter was also complex, 
because I felt caught in a space where I was doing the honourable, “good” work of 
academic writing, whilst reading texts that were so troubling. This makes me think 
about my place in relation to power: how am I as a member of the dominant white 
group able to transcend my limited knowledge, and present the data without 
becoming the “redeemed white expert” (Greenhalgh-Spencer, 2008)? I don’t have 
the answer to this question, except to say that I remind you, as the reader, of my 
position as a white, early career researcher. 
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In the following chapter I analyse how the discursive formations and 
statements presented in this chapter impacts on the ways that teachers communicate 
with parents and Indigenous communities. 
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Chapter 7: What do I do with “these kids’ 
families”? 
Any successful Indigenous leader that I've come across draws people 
together and makes you feel like you're part of the solution, not part of the 
problem and that's really important. Because I think there are a lot of people 
out there with really good intentions, who just for fear of doing the wrong 
thing, or whatever it may be, don't do anything. So I think Indigenous 
leaders are the ones that are going to be the catalyst for change, because 
they're actually giving you permission and working with you. 
 – Teacher at a Provincial Primary School 
 
7.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter is guided by the final research sub-question: How do white teachers 
account for their interactions with Indigenous families and communities? (Or, “What 
do I do with ‘these kids’ families’?”). As was discussed in Chapters Four and Five, 
the ways that teachers discursively position themselves and students creates a power 
imbalance. Since teachers position families in particular ways (for example, as 
“slow”, “unmotivated” or “poor”), it is important to investigate what possibilities 
exist for Indigenous communities to become active partners in their children’s 
educational journey. This chapter begins by analysing the ways that teachers account 
for their interactions with Indigenous families, as well as the contexts teachers 
identify as being important/useful when interacting with Indigenous families. I then 
analyse how Indigenous workers in schools are positioned as a key link between 
communities and schools – despite the fact that they were not described as being a 
part of community (see Section 6.2). I conclude by providing some evidence that the 
default discursive practices of teachers may have undergone some disruption, and 
that some teachers may be looking for new ways of working with communities. 
Returning to the words of the teacher at the beginning of this chapter is 
important. The description of teachers being made to feel part of the solution, not 
part of the problem is interesting, given that in many cases it is teachers who have 
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constructed both Indigenous students and their families as not only part of the 
problem, but also responsible for the solution. For example, parents were positioned 
as disinterested or shy and therefore beyond help; and students were unable to reach 
normative academic standards because deficit parents did not support teachers. In 
this sequence, the teacher positions himself as being without agency. Rather, it is the 
Indigenous leaders who are responsible for bringing about change via the 
authorisation of teachers to act (giving permission). 
7.2 WARM AND WELCOMING SCHOOLS 
The understanding that schools have historically been “bad places” for 
parents (as described in Section 6.3.1) continues to form part of the 
discourse about parents and schools. Parents were positioned as intimidated 
and shy, which was described by teachers as the reason that families didn’t 
participate in school activities:, We tried to get some of the family members 
to come in and talk about it [artwork from home] but everyone was too shy. 
This kind of statement was common, with 17 out of 34 teachers talking about the 
ways in which schools were now (but had not always been) “warm and welcoming” 
places. Included amongst these teachers, was a view that deficit parents were 
something to be “worked around” (see Section 6.3). As one teacher said: 
there’s very little we can do in terms of motivating the parents. A lot of them 
do come round, but some – it's core group, you can’t do much with. 
Teachers described the traditional relationship between teachers and parents as 
teachers as bearers of bad news. One teacher said that: 
I think a lot of these parents here haven't had much, and haven't had much 
success in their schooling and don't have a lot of positive thoughts about 
their schooling, which is a shame, but I think they've realised now that 
school can be a good place to be … and I'm not going to be judging them 
and ringing DOCS [Department of Community Services] because this hasn't 
happened and that hasn't happened… 
Again, parents are constructed in terms of lack. Parents are described as having not 
had “much” of anything from school success to positive thoughts. Despite their 
perceived lack, this teacher now wants parents to “realise” that schools could be 
good places. In this sense, the onus for “realisation” lies with parents. She also went 
on to say: 
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Yeah I want to work with them and I'm not… you know, even though 
sometimes unfortunately we have had to do some notifications… we have to 
do that… but they realise that we're not doing that out of spite. 
For this teacher, she sees her good intentions as compensating for the communication 
of bad news. In her account, Indigenous parents were again positioned as having the 
onus of “realising” that her notifications of [child abuse or neglect] are not done “out 
of spite”. Interestingly, this statement comes right after the comment that “I’m not 
going to be judging them or contacting the Department of Community Services. As 
Haviland (2008) argues, recognising past wrongs, in this case that schools were not a 
good place historically, allows white teachers to distance themselves from current 
practices. Parents’ own negative experiences of schooling, as well as negative 
experiences in terms of their children’s schooling were provided as evidence for why 
parents think schools “are not a friendly place”. However, not all teachers positioned 
parents as responsible for creating improved school-home relationships: 
The other thing for me was the understanding that – how important 
community is and schools are foreign... not a friendly place. It's a foreign 
place...  
Yeah, so I think that's actually all part of it. The fact that we're warm and 
welcome, that we are involved. For me the big thing is, I've been in this area 
for a long time, so I know a lot of their parents, especially the ones that have 
lived in this area for a long time and I soon get to know them.  
For this teacher, having a personal history and personal relationships with parents is 
important in the formation of schools as “warm and welcome” places. Whilst schools 
were historically “foreign places” for communities, in this teachers’ account, it is not 
the parents who are deficit, but the school – having only contacted parents to speak 
(negatively) about their children. The reform in this case is not the responsibility of 
intimidated parents, but of schools and teachers – to get to know parents and “be 
involved” in the community. As one teacher said: 
The primary school staff actually go … and talk with the parents so that the 
formalisation of education as an institution doesn't scare Indigenous families 
off, about having to come in and all of a sudden there's these buildings and 
this is the language that you use, this is the gear that you've got to bring, 
which is such a foreign scenario to many families like that....  
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But I think it's showing. From when I started to where we are, even last year 
to where we are now, I can see a lot of the parents and caregivers who are 
doing programmes such as Parents as Tutors, they seem a lot more 
empowered if they're happy to come into the school, they're happy to chat to 
teachers and work together for the best for their children. 
Even for teachers who historically positioned parents as avoiders-of-school, there is 
evidence of a discursive shift in which teachers and schools are positioned as 
responsible for creating a change in communication patterns. Getting to know 
Indigenous parents has changed the way in which this teacher sees Indigenous 
parents. Rather than being positioned as intimidated, this teacher now describes 
parents as empowered, participants in school life. This positioning opens up many 
more possibilities for parents to become part of school conversations than discourses 
that positioned parents as too intimidated to be part of their children’s’ education.  
As Foucault reminds us (1975/1995), power is not always negative; power can 
be productive in that it creates possibilities. Recall that all teachers in this dataset 
worked in Stronger Smarter Learning Community (SSLC) Hub schools. It is 
important to note that the 2013 Summative Evaluation of SSLC found that teachers 
working in the Stronger Smarter Network had higher self-reports of everyday 
engagement with Indigenous peoples and communities outside of the school 
compared with teachers who were not working in the SSLC network (Luke et al., 
2013, p. 395). That is, the teachers in this dataset can be considered unusual in terms 
of the likelihood that they engage with Indigenous communities outside of school.  
Teachers’ newfound engagement with parents outside of school led teachers to 
reconsider their positioning of parents as “beyond reason” and “unable to be helped” 
(see Section 6.3). The following interaction illustrates a discursive shift away from 
the construction of parents who “were doing the same thing” and saying “I can’t 
make it” to parents who would come in to school, following the offer of a teacher 
home visit: 
Actually, one of my parents was doing the same thing and saying, you know, 
‘I can’t make it there, I can’t make it there’, sort of thing, and then we 
suggested that we were going to come to her home because the principal had 
said that he would come with me and we could go and do it there and I sort 
of suggested that and then she ended up coming in, which is really good. It 
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sort of worked in. I could tell she was sort of like, ‘oh, you know, we can 
come’ and she came in and it was great, you know, and the little girl has 
been attending a lot more since.  
For this teacher, the principal’s suggestion of a home visit opened up new 
possibilities. In Foucauldian terms, the norms and expectations of what “a good 
parent” should be have now been met by this parent. The parent-teacher meeting 
“was great”, and the student has been attending school a lot more. Being re-formed 
from deficit creates new possibilities in the relationship between parent and teacher. 
This shift away from deficit discourses and patterns of communication reappeared 
throughout the dataset and will be explored in the next section. 
7.3 TURNING AROUND COMMUNICATIONS 
Historically, teachers reported that they contacted parents to report problems or 
student deficits (see Section 7.2). There were many instances of teachers describing 
efforts to avoid this pattern of communication, for example this teacher said that:  
Sometimes too when you want to get in touch with parents about things, they 
don’t want to answer their phone because it's always going to be a bad thing 
and I think changing that around too: we've actually just rung you because 
we want to let you know your child said something really great. So turn it 
round a bit like that so they're not scared to come into the school as well. 
Because sometimes I think parents are a bit scared to come in, in case you're 
going to say, ‘well you know what he did?’ 
Here we see a teacher who reports that she needed to “turn around” communication 
patterns. In this account, it is the teachers’ responsibility to create positive 
conversations with parents. This teacher was not alone in acknowledging that she had 
a responsibility to change patterns of communication between parents and schools. 
Another teacher said: 
They've often said we don't want to come and hear how bad our kids are. But 
once they realise that when… I say to them, I don't do bad, that's not me, I 
don't do that, it's all about support. By the time they get to the end of… 
halfway through Year 11, they realise what our role is and they're more than 
happy to come to the meetings and to ring me. They'll ring and say, this is 
what's happening, and I'll go well, let me talk to the teacher, let me talk to 
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the deputy, or see what I can… so they get more confident to be able to 
come to the school as they realise what the support program is all about. 
Whilst he does not elaborate on the strategies he deployed other than saying that “I 
don’t do bad”, he reports a different pattern of communication to those typically 
described by teachers. This change in communication has created a new set of 
“truths” about Indigenous parents. For this teacher, Indigenous parents are interested 
in their children’s education, proactive (“will ring and ask”), confident and 
knowledgeable about school programs (“they realise what the support program is 
about”).  
In the next section, I discuss the key contexts for interactions between teachers 
and parents. 
7.4 CONTEXTS FOR INTERACTIONS 
As was demonstrated above, the communication patterns between parents and 
teachers are important, and can shift the ways in which teachers position Indigenous 
parents and communities. The contexts for interaction are important for teachers’ 
communication patterns with families and community. This section will explore the 
key contexts identified by teachers for engaging with families. These were both 
formal contexts (most often the development of student Personal Learning Plans 
(PLPs) and informal contexts. 
7.4.1 Formal contexts: PLPs, surveys and school events 
Modern Australian education systems have become disciplinary apparatuses that 
allow for individuation at a micro level – for example, the documentation of specific 
results on standardised tests (such as NAPLAN), and through mandated Personal 
Learning Profiles (PLPs) for individual Indigenous students. In 2004, the NSW 
government’s review of Aboriginal education made seventy-two recommendations, 
including the implementation of PLPs for Aboriginal students (NSW AECG & NSW 
DET, 2004). The use of PLPs was intended to foster a sense of personal identity as 
successful learners for Aboriginal students, as well as provide an opportunity for 
stakeholders to collaborate to meet the educational needs of students (Department of 
Education Employment and Workplace Relations, 2011). PLPs differ from 
traditional Individual Education Plans in that they are intended to incorporate 
knowledge of family backgrounds, be culturally appropriate and foster a positive 
  
Chapter 7: What do I do with “these kids’ families”? 135 
home/school partnership. PLPs are mandated for Aboriginal students in some 
jurisdictions (such as NSW). At the time of data collection, PLPs were also listed as 
a requirement in the Draft Indigenous Action Plan (2010-2014) (MCEETYA & 
Curriculum Corporation, 2009). Requirement 15 (p. 10) was that: 
Schools will involve Indigenous families, teachers and Indigenous education 
workers in the development of personalised learning plans for all Indigenous 
students from the first year of formal schooling to Year 10 to support 
improved educational outcomes. Issues relating to health and wellbeing that 
impact on education will be addressed by this process through the 
cooperation of health services with the assistance of education providers.  
Whilst there were a variety of drivers behind teachers’ use of PLPs, they were used 
in a variety of ways by teachers (for example to document knowledge about 
Indigenous students, as described in Section 5.4). However, in talking about the PLP 
process (which from a policy perspective is intended to be a collaboration between 
families, teachers and IEWs), teachers discursively formed both students and 
families in particular ways. One teacher said: 
One of my particular Aboriginal kids is quite difficult and so we’ve been 
working really, really hard with dad and with the child to try and engage him 
and actually have him do something at school rather than be disengaged. So 
that’s been my first bit. The PLPs are actually really good to have, the 
parents involved and to be able to talk to the parents because I think a lot of 
it does come from the home.  
In this teacher’s account, the failure to meet normative standards around attendance, 
behaviour and engagement in school are ascribed to the Indigenous child and parent. 
In this case the solution to the problem student (“my Aboriginal kid is quite 
difficult”) is “dad”. This is despite the positioning of “dad” as the cause of the 
problem (“a lot of it does come from home”). The intervention is to use the PLP 
process to create a technology of the self in which the child and family regulate their 
conduct in response to surveillance. Both the child and parent are objectified and 
discursively individuated, but with the terms dictated by forms of disciplinary 
knowledge/power held by the teacher about them. Foucault (1977b, p. 170) argued 
that discipline makes individuals and governs individuation as it “trains the moving, 
confused, useless multitudes of bodies and forces into a multiplicity of individual 
elements”. The teacher’s goal was therefore to involve and remediate both “dad” and 
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student, since “a lot of it [the problem] does come from home.” This was a recurring 
theme, with teachers positioning students and parents simultaneously as problem and 
solution: 
and I know that in my class I’ve got four Aboriginal children identified and 
they’re… I’ve been working closely with parents setting goals together. One 
child was quite a difficult student who I had last year as well, and didn’t 
have a lot to do with his parents last year. But this year his mum’s been 
through the Professional Learning program. She’s really softened and I think 
she’s probably supporting me better this year than perhaps last year with the 
challenging behaviour that he showed up with, occasionally. I think he’s 
improved full stop this year, but I think it helps having the parents… and I 
think that only happened because we sat down and had, I think it was, an 
hour and a half chat one day. 
Here we see PLPs being used to change communication patterns between teachers 
and families. For this teacher, the child was [past tense] difficult and the parents 
didn’t [past tense] come. However, after the PLP process, the Aboriginal mother is 
discursively repositioned, and is now described as having “softened”. She is now 
“supporting the teacher” while the child has “improved full stop”. Interestingly, this 
shift occurred after just “an hour and a half chat one day”. The communication 
pattern was also one way in which in both of the cases above, parents are positioned 
as being required to remediate “problem students” and support teachers. There were 
a small number of instances in which teachers described their desire to create a more 
equal partnership between teachers and families: 
like I'm trying to make it more of a partnership thing and there'll be a long 
way to go before that. But I think this year [we have had] family time, [and] 
I've had a lot more contact with parents and with PLP, more parents have 
come to that. 
PLPs were a key context for the re-positioning of schools as “warm and welcome” as 
described above.  
Through our PLPs that we do now, we're there for all the students, so we 
have all parents coming in discussing their learning with students. We're 
having a really good success rate with that. It's good to have parents coming 
in for positive things with kids and it's not being negative. So there is a really 
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strong sense of community here. I think that's changed over the last five or 
six years. 
This teacher reflects on the positive change that PLPs have bought about: it brings 
parents into school to discuss their children’s successes and has contributed to a 
strong sense of community. This, she reflects is different from what occurred five or 
six years ago. For some teachers, the PLP process created a disruption to deficit 
discourses. For example, the following teacher reported that the co-creation of PLP 
documentation with families allowed new truths to be created that discursively 
formed Indigenous students as something other than deviant. Here we see the 
Foucauldian notion of power as productive and positive at play. Foucault 
(1975/1995, p. 119) argued that “what makes power hold good, what makes it 
accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that says no, 
but that it traverses and produces things”. As teachers recalled what occurred in PLP 
discussions, there were numerous cases where new discourses and possibilities were 
created. One teacher described her shifting opinions: 
Yeah. I was, like, a bit annoyed about the PLPs because I just thought, you 
know, more time I’ve got to find and I was a little bit negative about it, but 
the nice thing about it was that because the children are there and they’ve got 
to have an input, then we talked about different sorts of stuff which you 
wouldn’t normally talk to your parents about, you know.  
This teacher’s feeling of “being a bit negative about it” shifted after she had 
participated in a PLP discussion. A joint discussion between parents, teacher and 
student created the possibility to “talk about different sorts of stuff which you 
wouldn’t normally talk… about”. This disruption occurred even for this teacher who 
had not personally completed a PLP: 
I haven’t done one myself, but I think they’re really good having the parents 
involved because it gives them more ownership over their child’s learning. 
Like, they’re there.  
The presence of Aboriginal families in schools as part of PLPs provides impetus for 
the discursive construction of Aboriginal parents as parents who are “involved” and 
“have ownership over their child’s learning”. A beginning teacher described the 
process as an important way of getting to know parents: 
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To me [it] was a great thing, I think, to have the PLPs and be introduced to 
them so you could bring the parents in and speak to them, especially as a 
first year because I didn’t know a lot of the parents, so that to me was 
fantastic. 
This section has examined the ways in which the taken-for-granted truths of teachers 
(such as the discursive construction of deficit parents) have shifted through the PLP 
process. In this way power is also constituted in new ways as teachers come to 
“know” Indigenous parents in new ways. The next section will describe the informal 
contexts in which teachers interact with parents. 
7.4.2 Informal contexts: Play-dough tables, footy, gardens and the shops 
Teachers also described other less formal contexts as a way of working with 
Indigenous families and communities. Early years programs included kindergartens 
and playgroups that had been set up in a number of primary schools, and were a 
context for teacher-family interactions. From my perspective as a white analyst, it 
appears that these contexts created possibilities in which teachers discursively 
repositioned intimidated families into families who could participate in the discourse 
of schools. One teacher describes the early years playgroup that operates at her 
school: 
We saw about 17 different mums. It's very different to a normal playgroup 
because you kind of… you get a whole group of adults that aren't necessarily 
the parent. So you might have one mum but then you'll have the aunties and 
you'll have… 
It works and it's really… it's great. It's actually been a way… one of the kids 
who's had quite a lot of issues with behaviour and things like that, mum 
doesn't come in here. She doesn't have any little ones, but she comes to 
playgroup with her sister and her sister's kids. So I've actually been able to 
have some conversations with her about school related issues… 
In this case, the informal context of playgroup becomes the place where teachers can 
communicate with families. This is one of the few instances across the dataset in 
which families and communities include extended families, such as aunties. 
Nevertheless, the extended family structure and role of community is contrasted with 
a “normal” (presumably white) playgroup in which it may be assumed that only 
mothers attend with their children. The playgroup has created a line of 
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communication between the aunt and the teacher in which to discuss “school related 
issues”. Informal playgroups/early years programs were one of the only places that 
teachers described as providing a good context for teacher-family communication. 
This was the case in the three sites where teachers described having a programme 
that is attended by both immediate and extended family members: 
Anyway… but the parents who come in and so I'd have you know you'd 
have your play dough and you'd have your paint and you'd have your blocks 
or puzzles and your home corner and all that. So the students just moved 
around, and that gave the opportunity for me to still be able to talk to the 
parents as well because I thought that was a really positive thing and we 
started getting dads coming in, we got granddads coming in, which was 
really rewarding for us as the early childhood people. 
The “truth” that emerges through this playgroup also represents a shift away from the 
positioning of parents as intimidated or deficit. Here we see a teacher describing her 
interactions with dads and granddads as “really rewarding”. The following section of 
transcript was drawn from a teacher at another school: 
I run a playgroup out at a local community….. That's the easiest way 
because it's such an informal context, we can sit and just… I get a lot more 
out of doing play dough at the play dough table talking, than I do when I sit 
down and do a survey at school. 
In this school, the playgroup that is run by school staff in a local community is 
unusual. In this informal context, the teacher reports that she “gets a lot more” out of 
it than in the formal school-based setting. My observation is of a discursive shift 
when speaking of an off-site program.  This discourse is in contrast to the discourses 
above which positioned intimidated parents as unable to participate in their 
children’s education. Here we see a teacher who describes “sitting and chatting” with 
parents, and has constructed the informal context as more useful than the traditional 
formal “survey” style communication between parents and families. 
By the time students reach the other end of their schooling journey – senior 
school – school structures are described as inhibiting school-family interactions. 
Parents were not invited to school for functions, and informal contexts such as 
playgroups did not exist. The need to encourage “student independence” was 
described by this teacher: 
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Well it is in a sense of coming to our meetings but the school… Year 11 and 
12 kind of changes from that. If you have functions you don't necessarily 
always invite the parents, whereas in primary school you probably do. So it's 
a bit of both and we are encouraging that sort of independence.  
This kind of discursive construction of students as needing independence from their 
families limits the possibilities for parental involvement. Although parents were less 
likely to be invited to school events in high school, other informal contexts such as 
sporting events were described as a way of strengthening community engagement. 
One high school teacher says: 
I think all I want to do is strengthen community engagement and I've had an 
opportunity to do that through the local footy team. They rang up earlier in 
the year and it gave me the opportunity to call parents and talk to them about 
getting their kids into AFL.  
 
And… yeah, one of those parents I spoke to, we've had a few dealings with. 
But I'll tell you what, they're much more positive coming across because 
we've sort of taken the time and built that positive relationship and said, 
blah, blah, blah is doing quite well. I mean, they had a joke about me and 
things like that. So it's been really good that way. 
Once again, the informal, outside of school contexts are described as a positive space 
for parents and teachers to communicate. In this case, it was a space where parents 
could make jokes about a teacher, a teacher could report positively about students 
and a “positive relationship” could be established. The teacher contrasts the positive, 
relationships he has established through AFL to the previous relationship with 
parents in which he had had “a few dealings with”.  
In other cases, teachers report that they are beginning to literally “make space” 
for Indigenous students and community members, in the form of Indigenous rooms 
and gardens. For example: 
We've been discussing what we can do to acknowledge Aboriginality 
visually for parents coming in and for students with artwork. There's a 
proposal for a bush tucker garden with a yarning circle.  
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Rather than building the garden and yarning circle without consultation, in this case 
the school was planning to engage with community in the planning of the garden. 
The teacher continued: 
I think I'm aware of the fact with… we haven't done the artwork yet because 
I'm checking with the local AECG [Aboriginal Education Consultative 
Group]. I explained to Barry, I just want to be sure that we follow all the 
protocols. I'd be concerned about just letting people put up anything if it 
wasn't appropriate for the local community. I don't want anyone driving past 
the school and being offended. So I said it's more important to get it right 
and to talk to the local AECG. We've now got the name of a local artist 
who's willing to be involved, because it just can't be… it doesn't… I don't 
want it just to be a token something that looks like Aboriginal art.  
In this case, rather than positioning parents and community as unable to be helped, 
the teacher describes the efforts of the school to a create meaningful space for 
Indigenous people. She describes the importance of working with the community to 
determine community views and opinions as central to understanding Indigenous 
students and culturally appropriate schooling.  
For the following teacher, being part of the local community, and having 
conversations with families in informal contexts such as “at the shops” or visiting 
family – in this case, extended family (visiting Nan), was important: 
They see me. They'll see me at cultural events or they'll see me at social 
events. They talk to me at the shops and I think that's all part of it, whereas 
you're sort of accepted and you're welcome. That's part of the reason I like 
working with Aboriginal families and Aboriginal children. If they see you're 
fair dinkum and you're not just talking the talk but you actually walk the 
walk, you're welcome. So I got a Nan who lives down the road from me 
who's looking after lots of girls and I often drop fish in and stuff for them or 
she invites me down for a cuppa. I'm not there every day but I'm welcome. 
Here we see an Indigenous community who are not positioned as either a problem or 
a solution to a problem. For this teacher, it is up to him to demonstrate to families 
that “you are not just talking the talk” and that you are “fair dinkum”. His discursive 
production of his local community is one which is accepting, welcoming and 
generous (“[Nan] invites me in for a cuppa”). Whilst this is a shift to the discourses 
provided above, it is important to consider the demographic makeup of the 
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Australian teaching workforce. The 2013 Summative Evaluation of SSLC (Luke et 
al., 2013, p. 31-32) reports that remote and very remote schools were more likely to 
have teaching staff who had spent 5 years or less in their current school compared 
with their colleagues in metropolitan or provincial schools. The implication is that 
the building the kinds of relationships described here, formed between teachers and 
communities over time, is more difficult when teachers do not remain in 
communities for extended periods of time. It is interesting to note that the teacher 
who was “invited in for a cuppa” works in a provincial school.  
7.4.3 Celebrations and symbolism 
For many teachers, engaging with community occurred via cultural celebrations and 
events. Where community members were discursively formed as exotic, they were 
positioned as able to provide exotic elements of culture into schools, with teachers 
able to become passive observers. As one teacher described: 
These, I was just going to show you these. They're not that exciting but 
they're just like the ceremonies that we have and always have somebody, a 
different… like we've now got a dance group, a cluster dance group…. 
they're paying an Indigenous Aboriginal dance teacher… 
In this case, the Aboriginal dance teacher is able to provide dance, thereby providing 
cultural content, in a way that is separated from the teachers’ work of teaching 
academic content. Celebrations such as NAIDOC week are not the responsibility of 
teachers, but are conceptualised as a time and place for celebrating the exotic 
elements of Indigenous cultures: 
Female One 
We usually invite community members in.  
Female Two 
Elder people.  
Female One 
Aboriginal people to…  
Interviewer 
We found out early today Aunty Mel was crook.  
Female One 
Okay. But they usually have, like, dance troupes and all sorts of other people 
come in, so I don’t know.  
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According to the literature, the celebrations of cultures in schools is highly 
problematic. Harper (1997) described the difficulties experienced in Ontario of 
celebrating difference. Whilst it is assumed that celebrations are always positive, 
Harper argues that celebrations draw attention to difference whilst ignoring issues of 
power. She therefore argues that critical pedagogy is a better alternative, since it 
provides a space for interrogating power differentials.Although cultural celebrations 
have been proven ineffective as a strategy for promoting tolerance and reducing 
racism (Briscoe, 2011), they continue to occur as one of the key strategies for 
working with Indigenous communities in Australian schools. There is no evidence in 
this dataset that celebrations or cultural programs have created a space for teachers to 
examine issues of power. There is no discourse that links cultural celebrations with 
understandings of health, monetary and academic gaps between white and 
Indigenous Australians. 
7.5 INDIGENOUS EDUCATION WORKERS 
In the 1970s, Government education systems began to employ Aboriginal teacher 
aides, in schools with high populations of Indigenous students (Santoro & Reid, 
2006, pp. 290-291). They were employed to “perform routine ‘housekeeping’ and 
clerical type jobs, paraprofessional tasks and ultimately home-school liaison duties” 
(Kauffmann, 1975, p. 27). The employment of Aboriginal staff was considered to be 
both innovative and successful, with significant benefits for Indigenous students 
((Santoro & Reid, 2006, p. 292). The House of Representatives Select Committee on 
Aboriginal Education reported that the presence of Indigenous staff was important 
for raising educators’ awareness of Aboriginal cultures, providing a liaison between 
schools and communities, and supporting Aboriginal children in classrooms 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1985, p. 185).  
In this dataset, Indigenous staff, most commonly IEWs (and to a lesser extent, 
Indigenous teachers) were commonly described as an important support for teachers 
working with Indigenous students. IEWs, although not discursively formed as part of 
the community, were sometimes discursively formed in similar ways to both students 
and community (e.g., as shy and intimidated). 31 teachers spoke about IEWs roles in 
classrooms and schools. For example, this teacher describes how an IEW has 
reformed after attending SSLP: 
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Well she had to come to terms with herself I think and she had to speak 
openly about her own issues…. She's really… she's amazing. She speaks up 
at staff meetings now. Before she would have been quite shy, well she was 
quite shy. So it's really been brilliant for her. 
Aboriginal staff were formed in four key ways: as curriculum advisors, as teacher 
aides, and as a conduit between school and community.  
7.5.1 Indigenous staff as role models 
As was described in Chapters Four and Six, both Indigenous students and Elders 
were sometimes positioned as the Exceptional Other, and discursively positioned as a 
role model for other students. Indigenous staff members were similarly positioned as 
role models for students: 
So that Indigenous kids see successful Indigenous adults being leaders in 
their community, actually taking control for things as well as doing the 
mundane stuff that everybody as a human does. So it actually overtly, as 
well as part of the hidden curriculum if you like, kids are seeing that these 
people are leaders within our school, that they are welcomed into our school.  
7.5.2 Indigenous staff as curriculum advisors 
In many cases, teachers described Indigenous staff as a key source of information for 
both working with Indigenous students and embedding Indigenous perspectives. 
When embedding Indigenous content, teachers reported that they often checked local 
content with IEWs prior to teaching: 
The library is great, and just on the internet as well, but again I have to be 
careful because a lot of the stuff that you see on the internet, you have to be 
careful of the sites you use because we’re obviously in local country here 
and you just – I always run it by our IEW first if I plan to do something in a 
lesson just to make sure it’s okay. So, like even things like dot painting and 
different symbols used to represent animals and things like that. 
IEWs became the link to local Indigenous knowledge that could be embedded into 
curriculum content. The embedding of local knowledge is described by the following 
teacher as an important way of creating stronger ties with community: 
Since Sam has started, there’s that stronger tie within the community, 
because I’ve organised for him to come in and build the traditional shelter 
from up here, within class. 
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At other times, teachers described IEWs as taking on the role of teacher – for 
example, taking students on excursions: 
I think they often – I think the principal is involved as well – take the kids 
out on excursions as well. Like, down to the islands. Every now and then 
they’ll go on a little excursion, and I think it’s usually Aboriginal students 
that go on those excursions.  
In this case, it is not the teacher who takes the students for excursions, but the IEWs.  
7.5.3 Indigenous staff as teacher aides 
Shields (2004) argues that educators’ discomfort with difference manifests in 
“pathologies of silence”. In this case, whilst Indigenous staff are ascribed a great deal 
of responsibility in many facets of school, teachers are silent on the authority of 
Indigenous workers. Indigenous workers are positioned as without power/knowledge 
– they undertake tasks set by professional experts (teachers). They are positioned as 
teachers’ aides, but more importantly, as teachers’ agents. For many teachers, IEWs 
became a key resource for the discursively formed deficit Indigenous child. IEWs 
were asked to provide behavioural and academic support both in class and outside of 
class. Consider the following: 
I know with one of my students, just recently, I’ve been pulling my hair 
out… this is Rueben, and I’ve gone and requested some aide time because I 
just can’t cater for him in my class because he’s so low and I have received 
some extra support… 
Here we see a teacher who “can’t cater” for an Indigenous student, and so requests 
extra support. Thus the teacher abrogates her responsibility, and passes the 
“problem” on. For Indigenous students, this support is typically provided by IEWs, 
who become the solution to the teachers’ “problem”. IEWs frequently become 
emergency workers, who are required to take on tasks that are largely reactionary. 
Despite being funded to work with Indigenous students, white victimology and 
deficit discourses described in preceding chapters led to many teachers deploying 
IEWs to work “with all children”: 
Susan does come in and do some reading one-on-one, but it’s not necessarily 
with Aboriginal children.  
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7.5.4 Indigenous staff as the conduit between school and community 
The formation of parents as intimated and schools as unfriendly was described 
earlier. In many instances, IEWs were positioned as the solution to this “problem” by 
providing a conduit between school and home. Many teachers described the vital role 
played by IEWs: 
 You know, if a student was absent or I was trying to follow up a meeting 
or something like, Sam would definitely – she’d go and do a home visit or 
something like that just to see what’s going on and, yeah, she’s wonderful. 
 Linda is really great because she gives you an insight on how the families 
are thinking and why they would be doing… you know a child might go 
and live with their aunty but she'll give you another perspective on why 
that's happening. So she's a very valuable person. 
 With our PLPs especially I don’t think we’d get half the attendance that 
we do unless – because Paula delivers all of the Aboriginal invitations, and 
I don’t think we’d get the attendance that we would if it wasn’t for that.  
 If they [Aboriginal parents] can make that link between our IEW coming 
out to the house and talking to them about a Personal Learning Plan or 
whatever, and then if they can make that link between her and the school 
then it just brings it all together a bit more. So I think their role is really 
important in that. 
In these cases, IEWs provide two way communication between teachers and 
communities. IEWs were not only positioned as responsible for going into 
community to communicate with families, but also for establishing school structures 
that would bring community members in to schools. For example, even in terms of 
PLPs, which were described above as a key context for building teacher-school 
relationships, the responsibility for arranging PLP meetings often rests with IEWs. 
This positioning of IEWs is interesting given that IEWs were not described as a 
central part of community (see Section 6.2).  
IEWs were also positioned as the solution to the problem of intimidated-
parents, and unfriendly-schools. Many teachers described their presence as important 
for making schools friendlier places.  
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 I think also with our Aboriginal education officers like Megan and Daniel, 
I think when community members see them working here and having that 
heavy involvement in the school, I think that makes the school itself a bit 
less scary, a bit more approachable to see them here and as involved as 
they are and also some – well I’ve noticed that some of the parents will 
respond more positively to them about an issue rather than the classroom 
teacher.  
 The more we can include our Aboriginal aide in our classroom activities... 
They love when Maddy comes in. 
 The IEWs that we've had long term have been able to take on those sorts 
of roles. Where they can facilitate meetings, they can … they confidently 
work with staff and families and really be that link.  
That is, the presence of Indigenous faces in schools works to make schools less 
scary. Parents are also positioned as “responding more positively” to IEWs than to 
teachers.  
7.5.5 Summary 
Indigenous teachers and IEWs are expected to fulfil a number of roles in schools 
from being role models for students, to acting as the conduit between school and 
communities, and providing cultural expertise in-class support to teachers. In short, 
Indigenous school staff are expected to be “all things to all people” (e.g., Santoro & 
Reid, 2006). This positioning of IEWs in schools is something that IEWs themselves 
have long been understood. Luke et al. (2013, p. 100) argue that: 
A common view [amongst Indigenous staff] was that many Indigenous 
Teacher Aides were given reactive roles (e.g., for behaviour management, or 
ameliorating difficult parent/community relations) rather than proactive roles 
(e.g., leading professional development, advising on curriculum 
development, and teaching Indigenous studies) in school operations. One 
IEW referred to the reactive role in terms of “keeping the racial peace”.  
The data presented here would affirm this view. However, this is not to say that 
teachers do not acknowledge the important role played by IEWs in schools. When 
asked if she had a magic wand and unlimited finances to make changes to the school, 
one teacher said: 
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We would have more people like Andrew and Daniel, our IEWs, for sure.  
Many teachers throughout this dataset made similar statements (see above). 
However, these discourses frequently positioned Indigenous staff in reactive ways in 
which they were responsible for correcting perceived deficits (of students and 
parents), but without any real power over their daily work. Foucault might argue that 
the situation in which IEWs find themselves is an incidental effect of the complex 
power relations and discourses within schools. IEWs relative power in relation to 
discourse positions them as disempowered participants in schools.  
7.6 NEW DISCOURSES: TWO WAY UNDERSTANDING 
Despite the evidence provided above, there is some evidence that teachers are 
beginning to look for new ways of building relationships between teachers and 
communities. For example, two teachers said that: 
 So the importance of building positive relationships with the Aboriginal 
community… but the other thing is there being a two-way thing. Not just 
us understanding them, them understanding us and building there.  
 I think the school community partnership process that we went through 
was really important, too, because we found out a lot of things from the 
community of changes that they wanted to see within the school. So that 
process was very important, I think. 
In both of these cases, teachers described the need to have a two-way relationship 
with community. In the second example, a community partnership has provided the 
teacher with an insight into the hopes and aspirations of the community. This new 
knowledge positioned communities differently to the frequently used discourses 
described throughout this chapter. It sees teachers position themselves as central to 
school-community relationships, which is different from the discourse described 
above in which teachers abrogated the responsibility for working with communities 
to Indigenous staff. Chapter Eight will further examine the possibilities for creating 
authentic partnerships between schools and communities. 
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7.7 SUMMARY 
This chapter was framed around the final research sub-question: How do white 
teachers account for their interactions with Indigenous families and communities? 
(Or, “What do I do with ‘these kids’ families’?”) 
Taking up teachers’ discursive positioning of parents as intimidated (see 
Chapter Six), I presented the possibilities created by this discourse. This discursive 
repertoire created a power imbalance which limited possibilities for parental or 
community involvement in schools. Some teachers reported that “there was little 
they could do”, which served to silence parents. Others lamented that schools had 
historically been sites of systemic and institutional racism, but continued to place the 
responsibility for the ongoing deficit on the parents. It was up to parents to “realise” 
that schools were good places now. A number of teachers described interacting with 
parents beyond the school-gate, which typically repositioned parents in new ways. 
Teachers described their shift from talking about parents who wouldn’t come to 
school to parents who engaged in conversations with teachers about their children’s 
schooling. There were also a small number of cases in which teachers reported the 
need to “turn around” communications away from models in which teachers were 
“the bearers of bad news”. These teachers reported making efforts to build better 
relationships by communicating positive information about children to parents. In 
these cases, teachers typically reconstituted parents as interested in their children’s 
education. 
Teachers described a number of contexts that were important when interacting 
with Indigenous parents and community members. Personal Learning Plan (PLP) 
meetings sometimes (but not always) created new truths for teachers. In some cases 
PLP meetings were a means of enlisting deficit parents to remediate deficit children. 
In other cases, PLP meetings disrupted deficit thinking, and provided space for 
teachers to create new discursive practices in which Indigenous parents were 
described as motivated, engaged and interested in their children’s education. 
Informal contexts, including early years play groups and sports programs were also 
described by teachers as a useful way of engaging in a positive way with parents. 
Indigenous staff members, most frequently Indigenous Education Workers, 
were positioned as the key to creating and maintaining positive links with parents 
and communities. In many cases, this positioning of IEWs allowed teachers to be 
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passive observers of staff who were required to take on a range of responsibilities. 
IEWs were positioned variously as role models, curriculum advisors, teacher-aides, 
and as the conduit between schools and communities.  
There were also a small number of examples in which teachers described a 
need to “turn around” the communication patterns in schools by building two-way 
communication with Indigenous parents and communities. In these cases, teachers 
described the need for them to learn about what is important to community members. 
This kind of communication might provide an opportunity for Indigenous voices to 
become part of the discursive landscape of schools.  
7.7.1 Personal reflection 
By the time I had to write this chapter, I had problems. I felt a growing sense of 
frustration with the teachers whose words I was reading; I felt that their words were 
having material effects on real communities and people. As a researcher, I felt 
empathy for Indigenous Education Workers and families who were being positioned 
as disempowered participants in schools through the discourses of white teachers. 
The dilemma for me as a white researcher is: Who am I to speak on behalf of 
communities and Indigenous staff? What authority do I have to do so? (None). My 
analysis is necessarily marked by who I am. This analysis could not become about 
my feelings of frustration or embarrassment, but instead about facing the challenges 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 
We are dealing, it would seem, not so much with culturally deprived 
children as with culturally deprived schools. And the task to be 
accomplished is not to revise, and amend, and repair deficient children, but 
to alter and transform the atmosphere and operations of the schools to which 
we commit these children. Only by changing the nature of the educational 
experience can we change the product. To continue to define the difficulty as 
inherent in the raw material, the children – is plainly to blame the victim and 
to acquiesce in the continuation of educational inequality  
   – William Ryan (1976, p. 61)  
 
Although this reflection by Ryan was made in 1976 – more than 35 years ago – it 
remains just as relevant now to the education of Indigenous students in Australia. 
The purpose of this research was to investigate the discursive practices of white 
teachers in Australia. As Foucault (1981, pp. 48-51) described, discursive practices 
are linked to power: “discourse itself is both constituted by, and ensures the 
reproduction of, social systems”. Investigating the discursive practices of non-
Indigenous Australian teachers provides an insight into the way in which discourse 
shapes the possibilities for Indigenous Australian students. Whilst the failure of 
Australia’s education system to provide equitable outcomes for Indigenous students 
is well established, it is frequently represented in the media and by governments in 
terms of either Indigenous student failure, or teacher failure. As Levin (2006) argues, 
when an education system produces inequitable outcomes, the challenge is “to 
recognise the work being done by teachers while insisting that something more is 
needed” (p. 401). In order to understand what is needed, I have focussed on the ways 
in which white teachers position Indigenous students and families, and how they 
account for their work with Indigenous students.  
Ball (2012) argues that although sociology of education analyses have 
proliferated, that “the field has actually tended to bypass and obscure” (p. 1) micro-
politics, power and the realities of life in schools. Throughout my analysis I have 
focussed on the mechanics of power at the micro level. Power at this level touches all 
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individuals who are part of school systems – educators, students, families and 
communities. In describing modern forms of power, Foucault (1980, p. 39) said that: 
But in thinking of the mechanism of power, I am thinking rather of its 
capillary form of existence, the point where power reaches into the very 
grain of individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their actions 
and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes and everyday lives. 
(Foucault 1980, p. 39)  
My goal was to uncover the ways in which power was embedded in the everyday 
lives and discourses of white teachers – from the ways they spoke about Indigenous 
students, families and communities to the ways they accounted for their own work. 
Since Foucault described power as productive (1975/1995), I looked for the ways in 
which the taken-for-granted truths of white teachers both constrained and created 
possibilities for Indigenous students and families. 
I now present an overview of the research and analysis, as well as a discussion 
around key ideas in response to the research questions. 
8.1 OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH 
In this section, I provide an overview of the research, including a brief review of the 
theoretical framework and research design, in order to establish how the aims of the 
research were met. I commenced my work by providing my own standpoint as a 
white researcher. I return to comment on my own position as researcher now, at the 
conclusion of this work. I believe this is important, as my personal standpoint was 
pivotal to the way I approached this work. It allows me to once again draw attention 
to my whiteness, my limitations, and the challenges I faced as I undertook this 
research.  
My biggest learning as a white researcher is that this work is complex, and I 
still have a lot to learn. Although I have spent considerable time over the past few 
years working through transcripts, and listening to both Aboriginal and non-
Indigenous researchers, there is so much I don’t know. Finding my own voice after a 
lifetime of writing in ways that I had previously presumed to be “neutral” language 
was a challenge. This shift required me to think much more deeply about my own 
position as a white researcher. As a colleague frequently reminded me, living with 
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complexity is ok. Perhaps, but it isn’t always easy. This process has been the start of 
a journey for me, and has raised many questions for me personally, such as: 
 How can I really deconstruct the words of white educators in a meaningful 
way, since I am a white woman? Foucault (1969/2002, p. 49) pointed out 
that “it is not easy to say something new; it is not enough for us to open 
our eyes, or to be aware”. No matter how hard I tried to develop reflexivity 
and to call into question my own whiteness, it is virtually impossible for 
me to fully understand my own privileged position and misunderstandings. 
I know that Indigenous readers will understand my lack of knowledge 
better than I do. Although I worked hard to apply Critical Race Theory and 
Foucauldian analysis, I hope that as a reader, you will understand that my 
knowledge is limited by my standpoint, and so is the analysis I was able to 
produce. As Moreton-Robinson (2000, p. 351) describes, “our ability to 
know and our experiences are limited, therefore standpoints are partial and 
so are the knowledges we produce”.  
 Working for a white academic institution, researching in predominately 
white institutions (schools), there will be every opportunity for my 
privileged position to remain invisible in the future. What are the 
implications for me as a researcher when interviewing Indigenous 
students, teachers and parents in the future? Or the implications of me as a 
white researcher interviewing white teachers? As a white researcher who 
has worked on an Indigenous education evaluation program, I might be 
asked to speak about Indigenous education, but should I? What right do I 
have to have my voice heard? How can I let others know that I am not an 
expert, especially since universities reward “experts” who proclaim their 
“expertise”? How can I mobilise critical whiteness and critical race theory, 
without creating an even greater layer of whiteness? How can I be more 
than a “disconnected observer” (Graham, 1999), without claiming to be a 
“redeemed white expert” (Greenhalgh-Spencer, 2008)? 
This research has raised many more questions than answers for me as an early career 
researcher. Although I don’t have the answers to these questions, I do see my 
research here as the beginning of a learning journey. Even in making these 
concluding remarks, I am reminded of Haviland’s (2008, p. 46) notion that asserting 
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ignorance or uncertainty enables one to abrogate responsibility. That is not 
something that I want to do. This approach allowed me to critique the normalcy of 
whiteness in schools and examine the taken-for-granted “truths” that circulate in 
schools, as well as my own position as a white researcher 
8.1.1 Theoretical framework and research design 
According to Foucault, the task of the researcher is to destroy unchanging truths 
(Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982, p. 109). My purpose in this research was to unmask the 
taken-for-granted truths of white teachers who work with Indigenous students, and to 
understand the technologies of power that exist within these relationships.  
Through a review of the literature, I established that the majority of teachers in 
Australia are white, but just as importantly, that there has been a discursive whiteout 
of the teaching profession. In other words, teachers are not only overwhelmingly 
non-Indigenous, but the possibility of thinking about the teaching profession as white 
or racialist group has been silenced. Although there has been some work in pre-
service teacher education, in terms of embedding Critical Indigenous Studies into 
university courses (e.g., Phillips, 2011; Whitehead, 2007), less attention has been 
paid to teachers already working in schools. 
Teachers do not create discourses in a vacuum. An examination of the 
literature provided a picture of the discursive landscape in which teachers live and 
work. Governments and the media frequently positioned Indigenous people as 
problems to be solved. Discourses specific to education such as “gap talk” (e.g., 
Gillborn, 2008) also worked to position Indigenous students as deficit, and therefore 
in need of remediation. It is unsurprising that the literature identified white teachers 
as primarily engaged with two key discourses: colour blindness and deficit 
discourses. These discursive practices were evident throughout the dataset and were 
explored fully in my analysis. 
In order to locate the study, I provided a brief overview of the Stronger Smarter 
Learning Communities (SSLC) program, since all teachers interviewed worked in 
SSLC schools. The SSLC program was led by an Indigenous educator who 
philosophised that Indigenous students needed to become “strong, black and deadly” 
through five key meta-strategies (see Appendix B). 
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The theoretical framework I chose to use in analysing transcripts was a 
combination of Foucauldian discourse analysis and Critical Race Theory. This 
framework provided the lens for analysing the taken-for-granted white discourses 
that exist in schools. It allowed for assumptions to be dismantled and understood in 
new ways. I now turn to the research question and sub-questions, and highlight major 
findings of the analysis. 
8.2 THE DISCURSIVE PRACTICES OF WHITE TEACHERS 
The research question was: What are the discourses of white teachers when 
accounting for their work with Indigenous students? To answer this overarching 
question I analysed four sub-questions chapter-by-chapter. I now provide a brief 
overview of findings for each research sub-question. 
8.2.1 Research sub-question: Who are “these kids”? 
Chapter Four was framed around the research sub-question: How do white teachers 
discursively construct and position Indigenous students? (Or, “Who are these 
kids?”). In order to answer the research question, I examined the ways in which 
white teachers spoke about Indigenous students. My analysis found that white 
teachers use two dominant discourses: colour blindness and deficit discourses. 
Teachers frequently used colour blind discourses that constructed Indigenous 
students as “the same as everyone else”. However there was also an ongoing use of 
deficit discourses in which teachers positioned Indigenous students as lacking. 
Teachers individuated and pathologised Indigenous students using normalising 
judgements to describe the ways in which students deviated from taken-for-granted 
norms (of behaviour, or academic achievement and of self-esteem). In comparing 
students with normative ideals, there was often limited possibility for Indigenous 
students to become part of the norm. In some cases teachers discursively formed 
Indigenous students as the “exceptional Other” – those who were the exception to the 
deficit-rule – and used these students as object lessons.  
Whilst there were instances where the colour blind discursive taboos around 
race had been disrupted, many white teachers were yet to develop new discursive 
repertoires. Teachers can be seen to be at a discursive crossroad in that they 
acknowledged that old ways of speaking were no longer appropriate, but were 
struggling to find a new discourse to replace the one that had been disrupted.  
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8.2.2 Research sub-question: What do I do with “them”? 
Chapter Five was framed around the research sub-question: How do white teachers 
account for their own pedagogical choices when working with Indigenous students? 
(Or, “What do I do with them?”) In this chapter I analysed the ways in which 
teachers’ discursive formation of Indigenous students using colour blind discourses 
led them to adopt colour blind pedagogies. In some cases teachers described their 
desire to “do no harm” and so chose the comfortable position of “doing nothing”. In 
other cases, teachers applied the same pedagogical choices to Indigenous and non-
Indigenous students using the logic that “they are all the same”. In some instances 
this logic was combined with white-victimology “discourses of decline” (Hage, 
1998) in which pedagogies of sameness were justified in the name of equity. These 
discourses ignored structural, systemic and institutional racism, and were based on 
the myth of meritocracy.  
I then analysed the ways in which teachers continued to use compensatory 
pedagogies. These accounts were frequently descriptions of attempts to remediate the 
deficits described in Chapter Four. For example, teachers said that they worked to 
“make students proud” (based on the discursive formation of students as shy and 
shamed). Finally, I analysed teachers’ use of educational discourses. In particular, I 
looked at the ways in which teachers surveilled, monitored and documented students, 
sometimes “down to the bone”. This included the creation of new forms of data 
documented in Personal Learning Plans. There were few other accounts of alternate 
ways of working with Indigenous students. One teacher described his attempts to 
challenge the racist assumptions of white students in his class.  
8.2.3 Research sub-question: Where do “these kids” come from?” 
Chapter Six was framed around the third research sub-question: How do white 
teachers discursively construct and position Indigenous families and communities? 
(Or, “Where do “these kids” come from?”) 
The literature around teacher constructions of Indigenous families and 
communities points to one in which families are positioned as both problem and 
solution. In this chapter, white teachers frequently positioned communities and 
culture as problem. Parents were discursively constructed as deficient in many ways 
– “slow”, “tough” and “poor”. Teachers used this positioning to explain how parents 
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were the reason that students could not reach normative expectations of schools – 
they created friction; they created hectic lifestyles for students; they weren’t 
“practising Aboriginals”. Elders were more likely to be positioned as the exception to 
the community-as-deficit problem. They were positioned as exotic; as a commodity 
to be used for the job of embedding Indigenous perspectives into the curriculum.  
8.2.4 Research sub-question: What do I do with “these kids’ families”? 
Chapter Seven was framed around the final research sub-question: How do white 
teachers account for their interactions with Indigenous families and communities? 
(Or, “What do I do with ‘these kids’ families’?”).  
Following on from the data presented in Chapter Six, in which teachers 
discursively positioned parents as intimidated, I presented the possibilities created by 
this discourse. This discursive repertoire created a power imbalance which limited 
possibilities for parental and community involvement in schools. Some teachers used 
this discursive positioning of families to position themselves without agency. One 
teacher reported that “there was little they could do”. This discourse served to silence 
parents by excluding them from schooling discourses altogether. Other teachers 
described how schools had historically been sites of systemic and institutional 
racism. However, even when acknowledging past inequities, teachers continued to 
place the responsibility for the ongoing deficit on parents. It was up to parents to 
“realise” that schools were good places now. A number of teachers described 
interacting with parents beyond the school-gate, which typically repositioned parents 
in new ways. Teachers described their shift from talking about parents who wouldn’t 
come to school to parents who engaged in conversations with teachers about their 
children’s schooling. There were also a small number of cases in which teachers 
reported the need to “turn around” communications away from models in which 
teachers were “the bearers of bad news”. These teachers reported making efforts to 
build better relationships by communicating positive information about children to 
parents. In these cases, teachers typically reconstituted parents as interested in their 
children’s education. 
Teachers described a number of contexts that were important when interacting 
with Indigenous parents and community members. Personal Learning Plan (PLP) 
meetings sometimes (but not always) created new truths for teachers. In some cases 
PLP meetings were a means of enlisting deficit parents to remediate deficit children. 
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In other cases PLP meetings disrupted deficit thinking, and provided space for 
teachers to create new discursive practices in which Indigenous parents were 
described as motivated, engaged and interested in their children’s education. 
Informal contexts, including early years play groups and sports programs were also 
described by teachers as a useful way of engaging in a positive way with parents. 
Indigenous staff, most frequently Indigenous Education Workers, were 
positioned as the key to creating and maintaining positive links with parents and 
communities. In many cases, this positioning of IEWs allowed teachers to be passive 
observers of staff who were required to take on a range of responsibilities. IEWs 
were positioned variously as role models, curriculum advisors, teacher-aides, and as 
the conduit between schools and communities.  
There were also a small number of examples in which teachers described a 
need to “turn around” the communication patterns in schools by building two-way 
communication with Indigenous parents and communities. In these cases, teachers 
described the need to learn about what is important to community members. This 
kind of communication might provide an opportunity for teachers to create new 
“truths” about Indigenous people, and for Indigenous voices to become part of the 
discursive landscape of schools.  
8.2.5 Summary 
I now return to the overarching research question: what are the discourses of white 
teachers when accounting for their work with Indigenous students? My analysis has 
shown that the white teachers in this study drew on historically prevalent and safe 
discourses when accounting for their work with Indigenous students. Colour blind 
discursive formations led naturally to colour blind pedagogies. Colour blind 
pedagogies silenced any possibility of teachers’ critical engagement with historical, 
systemic and institutional racism. Deficit discourses also produced power/knowledge 
about Indigenous students and families that led to teachers’ describing their efforts to 
remediate (e.g., “make them proud”), to cast their gaze over students, to pathologise 
and use data as a disciplinary technique (e.g., for streaming students according to 
academic ability). 
These discourses combine to create “regimes of truth” (Foucault, in Dreyfus & 
Rabinow, 1982, p. 117). Deficit discourses create a binary between those who are 
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positioned as part of the norm, and those who are outside of it. When understood in 
Foucauldian terms, this binary is central to the imbalance of power within schools. 
Foucault (in Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982, p. 117) argued that: 
Truth is not outside of power… Each society has its own regime of truth, its 
general politics of truth… There is a combat for the truth, or at least around 
the truth, as long as we understand by the truth, not those things waiting to 
be discovered, but rather the ensemble of rules according to which we 
distinguish the true from the false, and attach special power to “the truth”. 
Despite the prevalence of these discourses, there were examples throughout the data 
where discourses had been disrupted. Most often, teachers talked about the 
inadequacy of colour blind discourses to handle the complexities of knowing and 
teaching Indigenous students. In many instances, teachers used commentaries on 
existing texts such as Stronger Smarter that were essentially framed in terms of 
student lack. For example, the commonly stated notion that “we need to make them 
proud”. Unfortunately, at this point, a clear counter narrative that is not based on 
deficit understandings of Indigenous students and communities is yet to emerge for 
white teachers. Many teachers described their lack of knowledge, and apologised for 
their confusion and ignorance. At this juncture we see white teachers at a discursive 
crossroad: an entrenched discourse is being disrupted, but what new discourse will 
replace it? Is there a possibility for a new regime of truth that is not based on 
dominant white deficit assumptions? 
8.3 DISCUSSION 
In 2000, the then-Commonwealth Minister for Education, Training and Youth 
Affairs, Dr David Kemp, stated that progress towards equitable outcomes for 
Indigenous Australians had not been made because: 
…too many people still look at Indigenous students in terms of the deficit 
model and as the most difficult students in terms of remediation. Too many 
people still do not regard racial bias in educational outcomes as a sign of the 
failure of the education and training system to respond appropriately. 
(in Tripcony, 2002, p. 6) 
As was described in Chapter Three, a raft of policy and funding initiatives have come 
and gone, whilst “the gap” persists. It would seem that despite Dr. Kemp’s claims 
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around deficit discourses, the data presented here indicates that teachers continue to 
individuate and describe difference primarily in terms of “lack”. 
Theorists such as Kincheloe, Apple and Dei have argued that critical scrutiny is 
required by educators in order to produce transformative change (Briscoe, 2011). 
They argue critical pedagogies lead to more equal opportunities for students. The 
evidence presented above would indicate that at the present time, the ways in which 
teachers discursively form, and know about Indigenous students and families places 
critical pedagogies out of reach. The teachers in this dataset came to know 
Indigenous students in similar ways to the wider student population, individuating 
individual deficits such as lack of self-esteem or academic performance. The use of 
normalising discourses and professional/scientific discourses of teaching gives 
teachers knowledge/power: and positions them as authorities on Indigenous students 
and their needs. Aside from pedagogical intervention, teachers described both 
students and their families as needing to self-reform: to become prouder, more 
confident and “more like the norm”. As McLaughlin, Whatman, Katona, and Ross 
(2012, p. 180) point out, change is impeded by the articulation of goals and targets 
which focus almost exclusively on student outcomes, as was indeed a prominent way 
in which white teachers spoke about their work with Indigenous students throughout 
the corpus presented above.  
This does not mean to say that all teachers used the discourses described in the 
preceding chapters all the time. As stated above, there were examples of disruptions 
to old discourses. The challenge may be for these discourses to be replaced with 
discourses that produce the kinds of critical pedagogies argued for in the literature. 
This disruption to entrenched colour blind discourses may provide the impetus for a 
new discourse to emerge. Cochran-Smith (1995, p. 495) argues that: 
I propose that what we need are generative ways for prospective teachers, 
experienced teachers, and teacher educators alike to work together in 
communities of learners--to explore and reconsider their own assumptions, 
understand the values and practices of families and cultures that are different 
from their own, and construct pedagogy that takes these into account in 
locally appropriate and culturally sensitive ways. 
Discourses in which white teachers are able to understand families and cultures 
different from their own, or to explore their own assumptions that are grounded in 
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whiteness is only possible when teachers reject colour blind discourses. Again, I pose 
the question: what will replace colour blind discourses? As has been demonstrated in 
pre-service teacher Critical Indigenous Studies courses (e.g., Phillips, 2011), 
examining assumptions, challenging whiteness and disrupting existing discursive 
practices is not always easy. Challenging the underlying assumptions of teachers and 
disrupting existing discourses may be difficult. However, the evidence from 
Indigenous communities and academic research (e.g., Cleveland, 2008; Hayes et al., 
2009; Herbert, 2000; Luke et al., 2013; Mellor & Corrigan, 2004) is that change is 
long overdue. 
Rogers (2011a) argues that one of the key challenges for discourse analysts is 
the challenge of looking for omissions and silences, because they “lack a linguistic 
marker” (p. 249). Thus, a part of my role was to look for what was absent, rather than 
what was present in the text. In addressing the research question, I therefore looked 
for possible omissions or silences in the data. 
In my analysis, and from my standpoint, the omission that emerged is the 
discursive formation of Indigenous people as equal partners with teachers in the 
education process. Cannella (2000) argues that major stakeholders in educational 
discourse “are frequently given no voice, much less equal partnership in the process” 
(p. 39). Throughout the corpus of data presented here, there is evidence that teachers 
do recognise that Indigenous people – staff, parents and community – are major 
stakeholders. However, there is very little evidence that either Indigenous students or 
communities are given voice or agency in the discourse of schooling. Elders and staff 
were sometimes positioned as useful, but ultimately teachers positioned themselves 
as pedagogical experts, armed with knowledge/power about students and their needs.  
Indigenous scholars (e.g., Herbert, 2000; Mellor & Corrigan, 2004; Phillips, 
2012), have argued that deficit discourses limit the possibility for substantive 
representation of Indigenous people in schools. According to Phillips (2012, pp. 22-
23): 
The taken-for-granted notions of what it means to be “human” and 
Australian have been contained and controlled by systems established 
through historical events, so that for all of us, our meaningful participation in 
the world is governed and patrolled by colonial ideals. These systems and 
ways of knowing that have been established on these bases act on us and 
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through us to either confirm or deny cultural agency in the present …. As 
teachers and students, we can either deny Indigenous people’s cultural 
agency, or we can take the more difficult task of shifting existing paradigms 
so that all children and students in our care can learn and maintain their 
culture. 
In order to redress the imbalance of power in schools, Indigenous scholars  
(e.g., McLaughlin et al., 2012) have advocated for authentic partnerships between 
schools and Indigenous communities. Bond (2004) argues that Indigenous people do 
not want to be constructed by a “‘whitefella system’ which is the dispenser of truth 
about the needs and requirements of Indigenous people” (p. 304).  
According to Bond (2004), white teachers must develop close relationships 
with Indigenous people (students and communities), and allow Elders to become 
policy makers in their community. Harrison and Greenfield (2011) argue that quality 
teaching occurs when there are strong collaborations among teachers and 
communities. They describe community involvement as “positioning Aboriginal 
knowledge in the school as alive, performative and reflective of the place where it is 
produced” (p. 72). McLaughlin et al. (2012) describes the importance of equal 
partnerships and connections between parents and schools, including community 
participation in educational decision-making, and the performance of Indigenous 
students.  
Soliman (cited in McLaughlin et al., 2012, p. 183) theorised that there is a 
continuum of community participation in schools, ranging from minimal school-
family contact to authentic partnerships between schools and communities. 
Soliman’s model describes a range of community participation in schools from: 
 “assimilationist” schools where teachers interpret low parental involvement as 
“lack of interest” in their schools education 
 “integrationist” schools where communication relies on individual teachers, and 
school based structures such as specific literacy programs and newsletters 
 “delegationist” schools where community are co-educators, designing and 
organising school based activities; and there are formal links with community 
reference groups 
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 “autonomous” schools where there are non-traditional partnerships and decision 
making is accorded to the community. 
(in McLaughlin et al., 2012, p. 183) 
There were examples throughout the corpus of data in which teachers did interpret 
low parental involvement as “lack of interest”, or relied on individual school based 
structures (including PLPs) as the context for interaction between teachers and 
families. McLaughlin et al. (2012) argue that the assumptions underlying these kinds 
of practices are that teachers are “experts”, and should therefore retain all authority 
to decide on educational matters. As described in Chapters 4-7, this was a dominant 
theme across the dataset. 
Within this dataset, there were few examples where community were co-
educators or were discursively positioned as having non-traditional partnerships with 
schools. Describing community-school joint programs is beyond the scope of this 
thesis. Teachers were not asked directly to speak about these kinds of programs. 
However, after undertaking analysis of what was said, I argue that in broad terms it is 
questionable that there is “space” for these kinds of partnerships in schools because 
teachers work from colour blind and deficit understandings of students and 
communities. In this model, teachers hold knowledge/power, and communities lack 
the knowledge/power to be part of the decision making process. 
This is not to say that teachers do not ever consult with Indigenous families, or 
reflect on the need for change. There were teachers who described strong 
collaborations between teachers and community. One teacher shares his reflections: 
So an example would be having Indigenous people in positions of "power" 
and I use the word in inverted commas. So that decisions can be made to 
benefit all Australians, not just Indigenous Australians, that they're 
actually… Indigenous Australians see that they have a voice, just as I need 
to see that I have a voice in a democracy. 
In this case, the teacher describes his belief that Indigenous Australians do in fact 
have a right to be heard, with an equal right to democratic representation in 
Australian institutions. This is one example of a disruption to the discourses of 
“lack” and “sameness” in which Indigenous peoples are cast as either invisible or 
requiring remediation.  
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The importance of listening to Indigenous voices is personally important to me. 
As a white researcher working on the Stronger Smarter Evaluation Core Research 
Team, I learned a great deal from listening to Indigenous colleagues, students, 
teachers and parents without claiming to have “expertise”. In the academic academy, 
this might not always be easy. Universities and journals value and reward “experts” 
with specific “expertise”. For me, as an early career white researcher, I know that I 
still have a limited understanding of my own impact, or broader power relations with 
Indigenous people. I can imagine the frustration of Indigenous educators and 
researchers as they work with me, and other people just like me. I am grateful that 
the Indigenous people I have worked with, including colleagues and interviewees, 
have been generous, patient and talked openly without holding grudges for my 
ignorance. One of the most important tasks at the conclusion of my work is to 
reiterate what is not, rather than what is. 
8.3.1 Understanding teacher discourse  
Educators do not need to work longer hours, but we do need to work 
differently. We need to critique the ways in which our present practices 
marginalise some students and their lived experiences and privilege others – 
both overtly and through our silences. We need to act agentically, to lead 
deliberately, to facilitate transformative dialogue, and to achieve socially just 
learning environments for all children (Shields, 2004, p. 127) 
Shields makes an important point. My analysis was not intended to be an exhaustive 
description of statements made by teachers. Rather, I intended to use Critical Race 
Theory and Foucauldian techniques to look for the ways in which the taken-for-
granted logics and statements of teachers work to simultaneously marginalise some 
and privilege others. The analysis presented throughout the thesis highlights the ways 
that teacher discourses impact not only the positioning of students and teachers, but 
also on teachers work. Recall that teachers spoke in various ways about deficit 
students and families. At these times, teachers positioned themselves as without 
agency, and thus unable to alter student success. As one teacher said of Indigenous 
students [who were positioned as lacking confidence], “they need to see the 
importance of coming to school… because you can take a horse to water but you 
can't make it drink”. Shield’s point is that if teachers were to critically analyse their 
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own discursive practices, they could understand new ways of achieving socially just 
outcomes for all students. 
However, teacher effectiveness has been found to have significant impacts on 
student success. Authors such as Bishop (2009) and Hattie (2009) have argued that 
not only does teacher discourse and effectiveness have a significant impact on 
reducing disparities between students; it is also one of the factors that educational 
systems can influence most easily via teacher professional development. So then, 
what professional learning opportunities are required for a workforce that continues 
to draw upon deficit and colour blind understandings of Indigenous students, and 
make pedagogical decisions to remediate perceived “lack”?  
Foucault reminds us that if you want to understand how power works, “look at 
the margins, look at the knowledge, self-understandings, and struggles of those 
whom powerful groups in this society have cast off as ‘the Other’” (Best & Kellner, 
1991, p. 34). Unsurprisingly, the dangers and ramifications of deficit discourses are 
not a new understanding for Indigenous Australians. There is a growing body of 
literature that describes the long-held understandings that Indigenous community 
members have around the ways in which they are positioned by teachers and school 
systems (e.g., Eckermann & Kerr, 1979; Green, 1982; Whatman & Duncan, 2012).  
The 2013 Summative Evaluation of SSLC (Luke et al., 2013) draws together a 
large body of evidence from Indigenous communities, and draws similar 
conclusions. Key Finding 10 (p. 120) of that report states that: “The Indigenous 
community experience is that schools continue to work from a deficit perspective on 
Indigenous students, parents, communities and community members, and school 
staff.” And that “Indigenous students, parents, community members and educational 
staff were univocal in calling for substantive – not token – consultation, engagement, 
dialogue and mutual understanding with the aim of fundamentally altering cultural 
relations between non-Indigenous teachers and Indigenous students” (p. 395). 
Research conducted by the NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative Group (AECG) 
(Burgess & Berwick, 2009) found that Aboriginal families and community members 
believe that it is imperative that teachers build positive relationships with students. 
Engagement with students’ families and the community was described as an essential 
part of getting to know students, building trust and learning about local culture. From 
their own school experiences, Aboriginal parents identified that it was the discursive 
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practices of teachers, rather than their academic/disciplinary content knowledge that 
was important. Indigenous informants described the importance of teachers who 
believe in students, and create schools that are places of belonging. Taken together, 
the views of Indigenous scholars, students and communities; and the voices of 
teachers presented here, corroborate the dominance of deficit and colour blind 
discourses.  
In the data presented throughout this thesis, we see teachers who continue to 
locate the problem with the student, aided by the logic that “I treat all my students 
the same”. This logic requires no agency or responsibility on the part of white 
teachers. Bishop, O’Sullivan and Berryman’s work with Māori students in New 
Zealand is case in point (2010). Whilst students in the program repeatedly identified 
relationships between teachers and students as the crucial factor in their being able to 
effectively engage in education, teachers reported that the students themselves were 
the main influence on their educational outcomes (in deficit terms). The crucial 
implication from this analysis was that the “discursive positions that teachers take are 
key to their being able to make a difference (or not) for Māori students” (Bishop, 
O’Sullivan & Berryman, 2010, p. 52). Importantly, it is teachers, rather than students 
or families, who are in a position where they are able to bring about changes to 
discourse. Bishop argues that it is vital that teachers do not continue to limit their 
own agency through the continued use of deficit discourses. 
Coburn (2003, p. 5) describes the question when “scaling up” education reform 
as: “do teachers’ encounters with reform cause them to rethink and reconstruct their 
beliefs? Or do they alter reforms in ways that reinforce or reify pre-existing 
assumptions?” The data presented throughout this thesis would indicate that 
historically, reforms have not required teachers to reconstruct their discursive 
practices; and that when there has been a disruption to existing beliefs, it has created 
a confusion with many teachers yet to replace existing belief structures with a new 
discursive repertoire. Returning to the argument made by Johnston and Hayes (2007, 
2008), unless default modes of operation are unsettled, reform efforts will be little 
more than minor disturbances.  
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8.4 FURTHER STUDY 
This corpus of data presents many research opportunities. For example, Indigenous 
scholars such as Williams (2007) have described how westernised versions of 
schooling that are dominated by “unfettered individualism” (p. 132) create an 
oppositional worldview for Indigenous students that almost inevitably leads to them 
being cast as failures by westernised education systems. This corpus of data could be 
analysed in order to understand how this version of schooling is discursively 
constructed by white teachers. The ways in which white teachers individuated 
students was evident throughout the dataset, and further investigation is warranted. 
Another important study would be to investigate how teachers might learn to recast 
Indigenous students and communities according to cultural strengths, rather than 
according to lack. 
Despite the literature presented in Chapter Three around pre-service teacher 
education programs, there is little research describing possible courses of action for 
teachers already in the field. The literature examining life histories of white teachers 
has generally not examined teacher racial awareness, focussing instead on narratives 
of teachers working for social change (Johnson, 2002). This study is therefore an 
important contribution to the literature in that it examines white teachers’ discursive 
constructions of race. Further study around possible courses of action for practising 
teachers, including beginning teachers who have participated in Critical Indigenous 
Studies whilst undertaking pre-service programs would be useful. After working 
through teacher transcripts, applying Foucauldian and Critical Race Theory, I have 
come to believe that serious engagement with the disruption of dominant teacher 
discourses is needed if any reform is going to produce equitable outcomes for 
Indigenous students. 
8.5 CONCLUSION  
In Australia, as long ago as 1989, the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Education Policy (Commonwealth of Australia, 1989, p. 12) had a stated aim of 
“[improving] the availability, responsiveness and effectiveness of educational 
services as a means of achieving equity of access to and participation in education, 
and equitable and appropriate educational outcomes for Aboriginal people.  
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Yet, more than 20 years later, the academic “achievement gap” between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous children in Australia persists (Rahman, 2010). 
Australia’s history of inequitable schooling is reflected in national testing data and 
international testing programmes like the Trends in International Mathematics and 
Science Study and the Program for International Student Assessment (Klenowski, 
2009). It is also well documented that Indigenous students, compared with their non-
Indigenous counterparts, attend school less frequently, and are more likely to develop 
anti-schooling attitudes leading to their early exit from school (Rahman, 2010, p. 65). 
The difference between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students has continued to 
widen, and alarmingly, the longer Indigenous students remain in school, the wider 
the gap becomes (MCEETYA, 2006) 
The central argument I have developed in this thesis is that there is an urgent 
need to shift the thinking and discourse of white teachers if any serious in-roads are 
to be made in Indigenous educational disadvantage. This paradigm shift will involve 
teachers recognising whiteness, acknowledging Indigenous cultural strength and 
creating a true space for equal partnerships between teachers and Indigenous 
communities. From a personal perspective, I know that this is not easy work. 
Although I have worked hard to develop reflexivity, I know that this task will always 
be “a work in progress”. 
I argue that the invisibility of whiteness is a powerful force that limits 
opportunities for Indigenous students, families and communities to exercise power, 
voice or change within existing school structures. The dominance of both deficit and 
colour blind discourses have hindered the development of critical understandings of 
difference that authors such as Ladson-Billings (2006) have argued for. This is 
something Indigenous scholars have long acknowledged. As Lester-Irabinna Rigney 
(2002, p. 79) pointed out a decade ago: 
Indigenous peoples have been kept at the distance of involvement for long 
enough…. Indigenous peoples must be able to represent and exchange 
meanings of schooling for their children in a far more authoritative way than 
what is currently on offer. The status quo is no longer acceptable. Nor is the 
spectacle of Indigenous failure. No longer is it justified for the magnifying 
glass in the sun to be focused on the so-called “Aboriginal deficit”. Rather, 
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robust analysis and critique of educational systems, structures, and 
jurisdiction must be interrogated for their role in inequality. 
Ten years on, Indigenous students and families continue to be cast by white teachers 
and education systems in a position of weakness. Policies and funding continues to 
be enacted in ways that have not significantly challenged the discourses of white 
teachers working with Indigenous students on a day-to-day basis. As Johnston and 
Hayes (2007, 2008) argue, particular discourses and practices can be resilient and 
resistant to change, in which case they become a default mode of schooling. The data 
presented here indicates that although there are some disruptions to existing 
discourses, the deficit positioning of Indigenous students and families continues. I 
conclude by listening to the words of one of the teachers in this study: 
Yeah and I get a little bit frustrated by things systems are supposed to 
produce but they're not sort of backed up on the floor by, you know, for 
example when the updated Aboriginal education training policy came out 
and I remember at the AECG when the review was out, so we got a copy and 
had to review it. It all went back before they… you know, everyone around 
had a say in it, ratified it and when it came back I said, it's great. I think these 
outcomes we're pushing for are great, but how are we going to ensure 
Indigenous students not only meet but are better than their non-
Indigenous cohorts in their results? That was an outcome from the recent 
– two years ago the Aboriginal education training strategy, the new updated 
version. I said, that's a great outcome, but what's changing on the floor 
for that to happen? 
This teacher poses an interesting question: “what’s changing on the floor for that 
[improving Indigenous student outcomes] to happen?” In the same way that Bishop 
(2010) described teachers without agency as frustrated, the frustration of this teacher 
is palpable. I propose that an important part of the answer to this teacher’s question is 
that policies and funding might be better directed at the level of the classroom, with a 
focus on the discursive practices of white teachers. I believe the corpus of data 
presented here demonstrates that the discursive repertoires and logics of white 
teachers largely inhibit the possibility of academic success for Indigenous students in 
Australia. Changing the discursive repertoire of teachers in a way that recasts 
teachers as agentic, communities as equal partners and students as capable learners 
may be a way forward. 
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The dominant white discourses presented in this thesis are something that 
Indigenous people have lived with and documented for decades (e.g., Burgess & 
Berwick, 2009; Behrendt, 1996; Langton, 2002; Martin, 2007; Rigney, 2002; Sarra, 
2005; Sarra, 2008; Valadian, 1980).  
Almost a decade ago, Luke (2003, p. 61) argued that the teaching profession 
was in need of a “theory busting, theory building and paradigm shift”. In their 
seminal work “Getting out of deficit: Pedagogies of reconnection”, Comber and 
Kamler (2004) argued that this paradigm shift was possible when teachers were 
challenged to examine their deficit understandings of children. In the words of 
Michel Foucault (1982, p. 210). 
 What we have to do is analyse specific rationalities rather than always 
invoking the process of rationalisation in general. I think we have to refer to 
much more remote processes if we want to understand how we have been 
trapped in our own history.  
Asking teachers to examine their existing assumptions and the rationalities and 
“truths” around who Indigenous students are and what teachers should “do” with 
them, I believe Australian education may find some way forward rather than 
remaining trapped in a history of inequitable education. As one teacher says, in 
discussing a course she is about to undertake on Aboriginal Studies: 
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Interview Protocols (for Phase 1) 




When talking with Indigenous people the substitution of the term ‘Indigenous’ with a 
local group name, or with Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander as appropriate should 
occur. 
 
Language should be adjusted to be locally appropriate. Where appropriate a local, 








Content will include: 
 
Demographic data 
 Details of your training/background particularly Indigenous qualifications 
and programs  
 Details of history of teaching/ educational leadership 
 Details of experience of working with Indigenous communities/students 
 How long have you been leader/principal of this school? 
 How did you come to be leader/principal of this school? 
 What would you describe as the most positive aspect of being at this school? 
 What are the key challenges of being at this school and working in this 
community? 
 How long do you anticipate staying at this school? 
 Have you/How long have you worked in schools with a significant 
Indigenous student population? 
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Involvement in SSI, SSLP & SSLC 
 When and where did you connect with SSI? 
 What has been your continuing involvement with the SSI?  
 What do you think are the outcomes for your school and the community from 
your links with SSI? 
Details of your participation in SSLP 
 When did you attend SSLP? 
 What has been your continuing involvement with the other participants in 
your SSLP? 
 What influence did participating in the SSLP have on you as a leader in your 
school? 
 Describe how your participation in SSLP has articulated to other members of 
the school and the community. 
 What do you think were the outcomes for you personally and professionally 
from attending SSLP? 
 Have others from the school and/or the community attended SSLP? 
 Describe the influence or your participation in SSLP on your school and the 
community. 
 What changes and new priorities have been introduced in relation to: school 
development and reform; community engagement; and improved outcomes 
for Indigenous students as a result of your participation in SSLP? 
Details of your school becoming involved in SSLC 
 Describe the process of how you became involved in SSLC. 
 What were the priorities that formed the basis of your SSLC application? 
 What evidence did you call on when making decisions about the priorities of 
your SSLC reform process? 
 Describe how you came to decide on these priorities 
 Describe your SSLC network. 
 What was it that interested you about the SSLC project? 
 What do you anticipate will be the benefits from participating in the SSLC 
project? 
 What do you anticipate will be the road blocks to the success of the SSLC 
project for your school and network? 
 What are the major supports for the implementation of these changes and 
priorities? 
 What are the major constraints to the implementation of these changes and 
priorities? 
 What succession plans do you have in place for the SSLC renewal and reform 
initiatives? 
 What do you use Stronger Smarter (your engagement/involvement in SSLC) 
for? What does it do for your school? 
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Current school context  
 
(These questions will be shaped based on our analysis of the documents collected) 
 
 
Describe the current context of your school in terms of: 
 Location; 
 community engagement;  
 staffing and related issues; 
 Indigenous students and their background;  
 Indigenous students and their community; 
 Indigenous student outcomes; 
 Teaching and learning in the school; 
 Teaching and learning of Indigenous students in the school; 
 Involvement of Indigenous parents and care givers in school and student 
activities; 
 Prior relations with affiliated schools; 
 Relations with other schools within other networks; 
 Descriptions of programs that the school is involved with and relevant 
funding relationships; 
 Changes in curriculum focus; and 
 Commitment levels of staff to SSLC program. 
 




Promoting, Supporting and Acknowledging Strong Indigenous Identity 
 
How would you define or understand Indigenous identity? 
 Is it important for Indigenous students to develop a strong Indigenous 
identity? If so, why so? 
 Do you have a role in promoting, supporting and acknowledging Indigenous 
identity at your school? If so how would you describe this role? 
 What actions do you take to support strong Indigenous identity in student/s,? 
In staff? In community? 
 How do you support your teaching staff in their attempts to promote strong 
Indigenous identity within your school? 
 What helps you to support strong Indigenous identity amongst staff, students, 
and community members at your school? 
 What are the roadblocks to supporting strong Indigenous identity? 
 What is the relationship between your SSLC priorities and activities and the 
support and acknowledgment of a strong Indigenous identity? 
 
Indigenous Leadership 
 How do you define or understand Indigenous leadership in your context? 
 Is Indigenous leadership an important part of Indigenous education? If so, 
why so? 
 Do you have a role in promoting Indigenous leadership within your school? If 
so, how would you describe this role? 
 What actions do you take to support Indigenous leadership in student/s? In 
staff? In community? 
 What is your role in supporting/ promoting strong Indigenous leadership 
amongst the staff at your school? 
 What is your role in promoting strong Indigenous leadership in community? 
 What actions do you take to promote strong Indigenous leadership in 
student/s, in staff and in community? 
 What helps you to promote Indigenous leadership? 
 What are the roadblocks to promoting Indigenous leadership? 
 What is the relationship between your SSLC priorities and activities and the 
promotion of a strong Indigenous leadership? 
 
High Expectations 
 How do you define or understand High Expectations for Indigenous students? 
 Are High Expectations important for Indigenous education? If so, why so? 
 Do you have a role in promoting high expectations for Indigenous students? 
If so, how would you describe this role? 
 What actions do you take to communicate high expectations for Indigenous 
students to students themselves? Amongst staff? And within the community? 
 What helps you to promote High Expectations for Indigenous students? 




 What is the relationship between your SSLC priorities and activities and the 
promotion of High Expectations for Indigenous students?  
 Where do students go when they leave/transition from your school? 
 
Dynamic Models of Staffing 
 Describe your understanding of the concept of Dynamic Models of Staffing. 
 Are dynamic models of staffing important for Indigenous education? If so, 
why so? 
 Do you have a vision of an innovative model of staffing that would support 
improved outcomes for Indigenous students in a community such as this? 
 What is the relationship between your SSLC priorities and activities and the 
promotion and implementation of Dynamic Models of Staffing? 
 What actions have you taken to promote Dynamic Models of Staffing in your 
school and the SSLC network? 
 What actions have you taken to implement Dynamic Models of Staffing in 
your school and the SSLC network? 
 How do these actions relate to Indigenous staff at your school? 
 What helps to promote and implement Dynamic Models of Staffing in your 
school? 
 What are the roadblocks to implementing dynamic models of staffing at this 
school? 
 If you had a magic wand how would you change the staffing model at this 
school to improve outcomes for Indigenous students in a community such as 
this? 
 
Dynamic Models of Schooling 
 Describe your understanding of the concept of Dynamic Models of 
Schooling. 
 Are Dynamic Models of Schooling important for Indigenous education? If so, 
why so? 
 Do you have a vision of a model of schooling that would support improved 
outcomes for Indigenous students in a community such as this? 
 What is the relationship between your SSLC priorities and activities and the 
promotion and implementation of Dynamic Models of Schooling? 
 What actions have you taken to promote Dynamic Models of Schooling in 
your school and the SSLC network? 
 What actions have you taken to implement Dynamic Models of Schooling in 
your school and the SSLC network? 
 What helps to promote and implement Dynamic Models of Schooling in this 
community? 
 What are the roadblocks to promoting and implementing Dynamic Models of 
Schooling in this community? 
 If you had a magic wand how would you change the staffing model at this 




 What do you consider when looking for evidence of improved outcomes for 
Indigenous students? 
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 What are your targets for improving outcomes for Indigenous students?  
 How do these relate to your targets generally? Why? 
 What works well at this school in your pursuit to improve outcomes for 
Indigenous students?  
 If you had a magic wand what would you change in the school and/or its 
environments? 




Interviews of Staff involved in Teaching at the school 
(i.e. teachers, Aboriginal Education Workers, teacher aides, 
 specialist teachers etc.) 
 
When talking with Indigenous people the substitution of the term ‘Indigenous’ 
with a local group name, or with Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander as 
appropriate should occur. 
 
Language should be adjusted to be locally appropriate. Where appropriate a 
local, known person who can help to ensure the participant understands the 
questions will be enlisted. 
 
Documents 
We may request examples of the following documents if this is appropriate and 
agreeable to the individual participant: 
 Teacher programmes of work; 
 Examples of teacher pedagogy and classroom assessment practices (e.g., 
student work samples); and 
 Photographs of learning spaces and classroom environment. 
 
 
Content of Interviews 
 
Demographic data 
Details of your training/background such as specific qualifications or training in 
Indigenous education outside SSI e.g., Diploma Indigenous Ed as well as other 
qualifications/training:  
 
 Details of history of teaching 
 Details of experience of working with Indigenous communities/students 
 How long have you been involved in teaching at this school? 
 How did you come to be teaching at this school? 
 What would you describe as the most positive aspect of being at this school? 
 What are the key challenges of being at this school and working in this 
community? 
 How long do you anticipate staying at this school? 
 
 
Involvement in SSI, SSLP & SSLC 
Have you been a participant in SSLP or other SSI programs/events and describe this 
involvement. 
 
 What do you think the outcomes for you personally and professionally have 
been as a result of your participation in these activities? 
 What do you think the outcomes for you personally and professionally have 
been as a result of your participation in other SSI programs/events? 
 Describe your understanding of the Stronger Smarter messages? 
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 What do you think are the outcomes for your teaching and for your school 
and the community from the school’s links with SSI? 
 Describe the uptake of SSLC in your school and the community. 
 Describe your SSLC network. 
 What influence has the SSLC had on you as a teacher in your school? 
 What changes and new priorities have been introduced in relation to: 
 school development including curriculum and teaching practice 
 community engagement; and  
 improved outcomes for Indigenous students 
 as a result of participation in SSLC? 
 Have there been any recent developments in your school related to supporting 
a strong Indigenous identity? 
 What do you anticipate will be the benefits from the SSLC project? 
 What do you anticipate will be the road blocks to the success of the SSLC 
project for your school and network? 
 
 
Current school context 
Describe the current context of your school in terms of: 
 Location; 
 community engagement;  
 Indigenous students and their background;  
 Indigenous students and their community; 
 Indigenous student outcomes; 
 teaching and learning in the school; 
 Teaching and learning of Indigenous students in the school; 
 Involvement of Indigenous parents and care givers in school and student 
activities 
 relations with affiliated schools; 
 relations with other schools within other networks; and 




 How would you describe your pedagogical approach for improving 
Indigenous student educational outcomes? 
 How would you describe pedagogical practice that enhances Indigenous 
student educational outcomes? 
 Have you made changes to your pedagogy to improve Indigenous student 
educational outcomes? 
 Are there certain emphases in your repertoire of pedagogical practices that 
you think are more aligned to the goal of improved outcomes for Indigenous 
student educational outcomes? 
 Are there particular pedagogical practices that you see as more relevant for 
teaching Indigenous students to improve their educational outcomes? 
 How do you think you could improve your pedagogy to achieve improved 
educational outcomes for Indigenous students? 
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 What are the major constraints to developing your pedagogical teaching 
practice for improved outcomes for Indigenous students? 
 What support do you think would help you develop and enhance your 
pedagogical practice to improve outcomes for Indigenous students? 
 What kinds of knowledge, supports, and resources inform your work with 
Indigenous students? 
 In thinking about your work with Indigenous students, what kinds of roles are 
you preparing them for? 
 
Networking  
 Who do you seek advice from in relation to improving Indigenous student 
educational outcomes?  
 If you have a concern or issue related to Indigenous education, who do you 
go to for advice? 
 Who do you give advice to in relation to improving Indigenous student 
educational outcomes? 
 Are there colleagues who come to you for advice about Issues related to 
Indigenous education? 
 Who else do you talk to other than those you seek advice from or give advice 
to about improving Indigenous student outcomes? 
 What do you see as your strengths in developing and maintaining the 
networks involved in the SSLC? 
 Who are the key players in your school driving reform in relation to 
improving Indigenous student educational outcomes? 
 Could you describe the level of contact made with Indigenous community 
and their role in school decision making? 
 
Promoting, Supporting and Acknowledging Strong Indigenous Identity 
 How do you define or understand Indigenous identity? 
 Is it important for Indigenous students to develop a strong Indigenous 
identity? If so, why so? 
 Do you have a role in promoting, supporting and acknowledging Indigenous 
identity? If so how would you describe this role? 
 What actions do you take to support strong Indigenous identity in student/s, 
In staff? In community? 
 How do you support staff in promoting strong Indigenous identity within 
your school? 
 What is the relationship between your school’s SSLC priorities and activities 




 How do you define or understand Indigenous leadership? 
 Is Indigenous leadership an important part of Indigenous education? If so, 
why so? 
 Do you have a role in promoting Indigenous leadership? If so how would you 
describe this role? 
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 What actions do you take to promote Indigenous leadership in student/s,? In 
staff? In community?  
 What helps you to promote strong Indigenous leadership? 
 What are the roadblocks to promoting strong Indigenous leadership? 
 What is the relationship between your school’s SSLC priorities and activities 
and the promotion of a strong Indigenous leadership? 
 
High Expectations 
 How do you define or understand High Expectations for Indigenous students? 
 Are High Expectations important for Indigenous education? If so, why so? 
 Do you have a role in promoting high expectations for Indigenous students? 
If so, how would you describe this role? 
 What actions do you take to communicate high expectations for Indigenous 
students to students themselves? Amongst staff? And within the community? 
 What helps you to promote High Expectations for Indigenous students? 
 What are the roadblocks to promoting High Expectations for Indigenous 
students? 
 What is the relationship between the SSLC priorities and activities and the 
promotion of High Expectations for Indigenous students? 
 Where do students go when they leave/transition from this school? 
 
Dynamic Models of Staffing 
 In this school are there examples of innovative ways of using staffing to 
improve outcomes for Indigenous students? 
 Do you have any ideas of ways of using innovative staffing models that 
would support improved outcomes for Indigenous students in a community 
such as this? 
 If you had a magic wand how would you change the staffing model to 
improve outcomes for Indigenous students in a community such as this? 
 
Dynamic Models of Schooling 
 Do you have any ideas of ways of using dynamic models of schooling that 
would support improved outcomes for Indigenous students in a community 




Stronger Smarter Learning Communities Meta-strategies 
 
The Stronger Smarter approach articulates a set of five interconnecting strategies: 
Meta-strategy 1 
Acknowledging, embracing and developing a positive sense of identity in schools 
 
Meta-strategy 2 




'High expectations' leadership to ensure 'high expectations' classrooms, with 'high 
expectations' teacher/student relationships 
 
Meta-strategy 4 
Innovative and dynamic school models in complex social and cultural contexts 
 
Meta-strategy 5 
Innovative and dynamic school staffing models in complex social and cultural 
contexts 
  
(Stronger Smarter Institute, 2012b) 
 
